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ABSTRACT 

USING A MULTILITERACIES APPROACH IN A MALAYSIAN 

POLYTECHNIC CLASSROOM: A PARTICIPATORY ACTION 

RESEARCH PROJECT 

 

This participatory action research project investigated how students in a Malaysian 

polytechnic classroom context, who were used to examination-based learning, 

negotiated learning using a multiliteracies approach (The New London Group, 

2000).  The study explored 12 students’ experiences in learning English as a Second 

Language (ESL) and drew on qualitative methods including classroom observations, 

informal conversations, a research journal, professional discussions and classroom 

artefacts. With two polytechnic lecturers involved as part of the research team, the 

study also investigated the research team’s experiences in engaging in a 

collaborative research process in two cycles of planning, action, observation and 

reflection.  

 

This study was framed within Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory that states 

that human learning and development is mediated by historical and cultural artefacts 

in the socialisation process. Guided by these principles, the study examined the ways 

that students’ socio-cultural perspectives and practices influenced their learning 

using the multiliteracies approach. In addition, the researcher investigated how the 

research team’s cultural perspectives and practices influenced the research processes 

and outcomes of the participatory action research. Data were analysed through a 

critical reflective analysis because of the emphasis on reflection in participatory 

action research. The study highlighted the consequences of implementing a Western-

based teaching approach and research methodology in a Malaysian context. 

 

During the first cycle of the study, the students faced challenges in negotiating 

learning for acquiring 21
st
 century knowledge and skills, such as using technologies, 

oral presentation, critical thinking, peer-collaboration and active participation in 

designing their own learning. After considering the students’ examination-based 

learning experiences, the research team designed a second multiliteracies module 

that focussed on fusing the students’ cultural learning with the components of a 

multiliteracies approach. During the second cycle, the students had enhanced 

learning experiences, where they demonstrated better negotiations with learning the 

21
st
 century skills.   
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The study contributes to the area of using multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian 

context, showing how the students’ examination-based learning and cultural 

practices can be incorporated with a multiliteracies approach to enhance the 

students’ negotiation of learning 21
st
 century skills. It also maps out the journey of 

the research team members whose roles were initially influenced by their positions in 

the hierarchical structure that is ubiquitous in social, institutional and organizational 

contexts in Malaysia. As the research team became more engaged with the 

collaborative research process, they were empowered to challenge their roles and to 

become active co-researchers in analysing data and contributing to decision-making 

processes.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION 

A  PERSONAL FOREWORD 

I would describe this research project as a project that was close to my heart. I began 

the research project with the notion of introducing an alternative pedagogy to 

enhance Malaysian students’ employability skills in alignment with several 

government policies.  When I started my doctoral study, there was a debate among 

academia, policymakers, employers and community members on the issue of 

employability of Malaysian university graduates. I had been teaching English as a 

Second Language (ESL) in Malaysia for more than 10 years and I was determined to 

explore the issue of the lack of employability skills among Malaysian universities’ 

graduates by examining the curriculum and classroom practices in my institution to 

determine plausible causes. I noticed that most classrooms’ teaching and learning 

focused on completing activities set by the text books and answering questions based 

on examinations.  

 

When I taught students how to communicate, students were often engaged in a series 

of role plays, enacting what would happen in a certain decontextualized situations.  

Students were often exposed to pretend circumstances and not exposed to the 

realities outside the classroom walls. I have nothing against role-play techniques but 

I realized that I was more interested in engaging the students in learning activities 

that connect the two worlds, classroom learning and outside the classroom realities.  

I realized that the  classroom practices in most Malaysian learning settings were still 

committed to traditional learning where learning the theories and essence of the 
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subject matter  was put at the upmost importance, and less emphasis on preparing the 

learners for the challenges of the 21
st
 century.  

 

Some researchers addressed the issue by integrating the use of technologies in 

learning. However, I think that the use of technology such as computers and mobile 

phones in ESL classrooms is insufficient if the technological devices are used to 

learn through conventional ways of learning. For example, the use of Microsoft 

PowerPoint in place of overhead projectors does not necessarily symbolise a new 

way of learning. I think that the use of technology should be accompanied by 

learning a new set of knowledge.  

 

The research project was also influenced by the socio-cultural framework that I 

employed. Human activities including learning are social practices as proposed by 

the socio-cultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978, 2005) thus it is important to consider the 

socio-cultural factors that influenced learning and researching. This dissertation (in 

Chapter 4, 5 and 6) discusses the influence of the Malaysian socio-cultural 

background on learning and collaborative research process.  

 

The focus on socio-cultural factors was very much related to my own experiences of 

studying in Australia. Through my experience, I began to notice the differences of 

culture between Malaysia and Australia that influenced the way one acts and behaves 

in certain situations. I remembered once when the Doctoral Coordinator of the 

postgraduate program in the faculty highlighted that postgraduate students, 

especially from Malaysia, did not ask questions during a confirmation of candidature 

seminars.  She encouraged all of us to do so. This made me question myself on the 
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reasons I preferred to remain silent at these seminars and avoided asking questions to 

the presenter. The issue of avoiding confrontation and appropriateness came to my 

mind (this will be discussed further in Chapter 2). I realized that certain things as 

simple as asking questions were laden with cultural values. And I could still 

remember the courage it took me to ask one question in a seminar of confirmation 

and I think it took up the whole energy that I had in me to ask that question.  

 

Why did I ask the question if I was not comfortable in doing so? The answer, it too 

was cultural. I did not want to disappoint the request or suggestion of the Doctoral 

Coordinator (will be discussed further in Chapter 2).  After asking the question, I 

kept on asking myself whether I had offended the presenter who was also from a 

Malay ethnic group from a different country (the concept of face value will be 

discussed further in Chapter 2). This instance was just one of many incidences where 

I realized the different ways of making sense of the world between me as a 

Malaysian and the Australians around me. Thus, I was intrigued to focus on socio-

cultural factors in this dissertation because I introduced a Western pedagogy, the 

multiliteracies approach, in an Asian learning setting using a Western-based research 

approach which was the collaborative research process of participatory action 

research. At one point of time several Malaysian acquaintances have suggested that 

that the focus and subject matter of the research project was out-dated especially in 

the midst of the popularity of Web 2.0 technology and online learning. However, I 

feel that investigating the influence of Malaysian socio-cultural attributes on learning 

using the multiliteracies approach and conducting research using a participatory 

action research would provide valuable findings and contribute to the body of 

knowledge about teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) through a Western-
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based pedagogy which is multiliteracies approach and conducting a Western-based 

participatory action research in a Malaysian context.  

 

 

FOCUS OF THE STUDY 

Where the notion began 

In recent years, Malaysian educational provisions and thinking have been challenged 

by reports on the low employability rates of local universities’ graduates. One news 

report ("80 000 graduan dilatih-Skim Latihan Siswazah Menganggur diwujudkan 

semula," 24 March 2005) stated that more than 80,000 Malaysian graduates were 

unemployed. Morshidi, Chan, Shukran, Seri Rahayu and Jasvir Kaur (2012) 

conducted a study of employability issues among Malaysian graduates, and they 

reported that from 2006 to 2009, on average 27% of local graduates were still 

looking for jobs. A Graduate Tracer Study which was conducted by the Malaysian 

Ministry of Higher Education (2008) showed that in the year of 2008, 24% of local 

graduates were still looking for jobs. In 2009, the percentage increased to 26.7% 

(Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education, 2009).  

 

The issue of the elevated rate of unemployment in Malaysia was a complex issue and 

could be caused by factors such as slow national economic growth, unavailability of 

new jobs, and a surplus of university graduate; however, the issue was also related to 

the employability skills of the local university graduate (National  Higher Education 

Research Institute, 2003). According to Ahmad Rizal, Malyia Afzan, Abdul Rasid, 

Mohamad Zaid, and Yahya (2008), the production of graduates in many fields was 

high; however, the demand for workers was still there because employers claimed 
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that the current local university graduate possess low employability skills; as a result, 

vacancies were not filled due to the intricacy to find the right candidate. Literature 

(Hairuszila, Hazadiah, & Normah, 2009; Morshidi et al., 2012; Yahya, 2006) also 

shows that the issue of unemployment of Malaysian university graduate was 

associated with the low employability skills amongst graduates. 

 

The issue of the low employability rate of Malaysian university graduate received 

serious attention from the Malaysian government, and it introduced several measures 

to address the issue. Morshidi et al. (2012) suggested that at a basic level the 

Malaysian government defined employability as the marketability of local university 

graduate in the workforce. In 2005, The Ministry of Human Resources of Malaysia 

introduced the Unemployed Graduate Training Scheme that provided short courses 

in English language and communication skills for unemployed university graduate 

(National Higher Education Research Institute, 2003). In 2011 it introduced a 1-

Malaysia Training Scheme that offered similar short courses for unemployed 

university graduate.  The Malaysian government also provided funding for 

Malaysian research institutes such as National Higher Education Research Institute 

of Malaysia (NAHERI) and local universities to investigate the issue of low 

employability rate of Malaysian universities’ graduates. In 2003, NAHERI 

conducted a study to investigate the issues related to the unemployment of Malaysian 

university graduates (NAHERI, 2003). In conjunction with the findings of the study 

in 2003, they conducted a study to evaluate the universities’ curriculum in order to 

prepare local university graduate for employment. In 2010, NAHERI conducted a 

study to examine the local universities’ curriculum in relation to employability needs 

(Pandian, 2010).  
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New policies were also introduced to improve the low employability rate of the 

Malaysian university graduate. In 2006, the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education 

(MOHE) introduced the Malaysian Soft Skills Scale as a guideline to incorporate 

lifelong learning skills such as language and communication, information and 

technology, teamwork and entrepreneurial skills in the formal curriculum of 

Malaysian public universities. Soft skills were defined as “generic skills that include 

cognitive elements related to non-academic abilities, such as positive values, 

leadership, teamwork, communication and lifelong learning” (Malaysian Ministry of 

Higher Education, 2006, p. 9). Sulaiman, Fauziah, Wan Amin, and Nur Amiruddin 

(November 2008), asserted that the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education strongly 

encouraged all public universities to incorporate the soft skills elements in the 

curriculum of all academic courses.  

 

Their paper outlined how the soft skills were incorporated in the curriculum of 

Universiti Malaysia Terengganu. Soft skills were also associated with lifelong 

learning skills (Hairuzila et al., 2009); therefore, in 2011, MOHE Malaysia’s 

Blueprint of the Enculturation of Lifelong Learning for Malaysia (2011-2020) that 

focuses on the strategies and initiatives to inculcate lifelong learning skills among 

Malaysians. Recently, Malaysia’s Prime Minister, the Honorable Dato’ Sri Mohd 

Najib Tun Razak, emphasized the importance of generating employable graduates 

and announced that a Graduate Employability Blueprint would be published at the 

end of 2012 (Mohd Najib, September 2012). He also allocated 200 million Malaysia 

Ringgit in the 2013 national budget to establish a Graduate Employability Taskforce.  
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Among the factors that have been identified as contributing to the low employability 

rate among Malaysian universities’ graduates were English language proficiency and 

communication skills.  The National Higher Education Research Institute of 

Malaysia (NAHERI, 2003) conducted a comprehensive study to investigate the 

patterns and reasons for unemployment problems among local universities’ 

graduates. They administered survey questions to 25% of local universities’ 

graduates who graduated in 2001 and interviewed a focus group of 63 unemployed 

universities’ graduates and 31 general managers and human resource managers from 

several organizations. One of the issues identified from interviews with employers 

was that they claimed that the local university graduates had issues in 

communicating in the English language. In addition, the study also developed 

psychological attributes of unemployed university graduates and one of the attributes 

of unemployed graduates identified was that the graduates did not possess interest to 

communicate using the English language. Hazita et al. (2010) interviewed Malaysian 

employers to determine possible causes of unemployment among local university 

graduates and they noted that employers claimed some of the graduates failed at the 

interview level because they were not able to answer interview questions that were 

asked in the English language. The employers asserted that some graduates requested 

for permission to use Bahasa Malaysia (the national language) when interviewed in 

the English language. Hazita et al. also asserted that the employers claimed that 

some graduates did not have the confidence to communicate and conduct 

presentations effectively.  

 

Some studies indicated that the low employability rate among Malaysian university 

graduate was due to inadequate knowledge on technological use and skills of higher 
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order thinking. Yahya (2006) stated that among the significant employability skills 

needed by employers were thinking skills that include critical thinking and problem-

solving. A study conducted by Fitrisehara, Ramlah, and Rahim (2009) on the 

employability skills among students of technical and vocational training centres in 

Malaysia reported that the students had only average employability skills. They 

reported that in terms of thinking skills, the lowest score was for reasoning skills, a 

skill that is “truly significant to make quick decisions logically or to interpret 

something and make conclusions out of them” (p.156). In addition they also reported 

that in terms of technological knowledge the lowest mean score was for “applying 

technology to tasks” (p.156). They asserted that some students had issues in applying 

their knowledge of technology in completing tasks.  

 

It appears that some studies associated the low employability rate of the Malaysian 

graduates due to the mismatch between what was taught at the universities and the 

skills needed for the 21
st
 century. Morshidi et al. (2012) conducted a qualitative 

study that involved interviewing 11 focus groups that consisted of employers, 

graduates, government officers and university staff. They reported that the graduates, 

employers and government officers agreed that universities’ curricula should be 

revamped to better address employability needs of the 21
st
 century. Norizan, Hazita, 

Mohd Salehuddin, Azizah, and Wong (2007) and Zuraidah et al. (2006) conducted 

two separate studies on the current trends of teaching and learning of the English 

language in Malaysian universities. Both studies suggested that the learning 

objectives of the programs of most Malaysian universities were no longer relevant to 

the present times, and suggested the curriculum to be revised to include 
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competencies and language skills that will enable students to master English for 

academic, employment and social purposes of the 21
st
 century.  

 

Pandian (2010) through research under the National Higher Education Research 

Institute of Malaysia evaluated the curriculum of Malaysian universities’ academic 

programmes and argued that the curriculum should not only focus on “producing 

knowledgeable individuals in certain fields, but also individuals who possess soft 

skills such as thinking, communication, teaming, and problem solving as well as 

other skills which are much in demand in the 21
st
 century workplace” (p.61). A 

research report produced by NAHERI (2003) stated that there was an inconsistency 

between skills that the graduates acquired at the university with the skills needed for 

work. Through interviewing employed graduates, the study showed that graduates 

did not have positive views towards their learning experiences in the university. 

They stated that the university focussed on teaching based on examinations and this 

caused students to think that excellent results will result in getting a good job; 

however, after entering the workforce they said that some skills and knowledge that 

were emphasized in universities were not relevant to the working environment. They 

also asserted that most universities’ learning environment focused on theory learning 

rather than practical knowledge (NAHERI, 2003). 

 

Due to the emphasis on enhancing employability skills among Malaysian university 

graduate from the policy-making level, many studies (e.g. Fariza & Yurni Emilia, 

2012; Fitrisehara et al., 2009; Latisha Asmaak & Surina, 2010; Mohamad Sattar & 

Puvanasvaran, 2009; Mohamad Zaid et al., 2008; Singh & Singh, 2008) were 

conducted on this subject.  However, there is still a need to explore the issue further 
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and how to incorporate 21
st
 century learning in Malaysian learning settings at the 

practical level. The government was urging educators in the higher education 

institutions to incorporate lifelong skills and soft skills in their teaching and learning 

process.  

 

In thinking about the issues discussed, I suspected that a major consideration is what 

is happening in the classroom. What were students trained to do in the classroom and 

how does this contribute to preparing the students for the challenges of the 21
st
 

century? This is where the notion of this study was established, which was to look 

for a suitable pedagogical approach to achieve the goals of equipping Malaysian 

higher education learners with the necessary skills and knowledge to successfully 

function in the 21
st
 century. Based on this notion, I was interested in finding an 

alternative pedagogical approach in generating teaching and learning processes that 

incorporate the elements of 21
st
 century learning. I was interested to implement the 

multiliteracies pedagogy, to generate 21
st
 century skills amongst Malaysian 

graduates.  This pedagogy seemed useful because it emphasised the transformation 

of education due to the emergence of global economy and the advancement of 

technologies in the 21
st
 century. 

 

The concept of multiliteracies was conceptualised by a group of scholars known as 

The New London Group (1996, 2000) with the emergence of global economy and 

technological advancement that have revolutionised the contemporary world in terms 

of the spread and use of global English, shift of work culture, and advancement of 

technology. These changes require a transformation of the pedagogical approaches 

used in classrooms (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a, 2009b; Gee, 2002; Kalantzis, 2006; 
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The New London Group, 1996). The multiliteracies approach focuses on the 

transformation of pedagogy to support the characteristics of new communication 

channels, which focus on multimodality and are changing the ways information are 

being conveyed and interpreted (Baguley, Pullen, & Short, 2010; Cope & Kalantzis, 

2000). It is essential that the education field incorporates the use of these new 

communication channels in teaching and learning processes.  Multiliteracies 

pedagogy is not only about using technological gadgets in learning but also about 

incorporating the skills and knowledge of the 21
st
 century, such as analysing and 

synthesizing. At a basic level, learners are now required to be able to make meaning, 

analyse and evaluate information, and communicate ideas and messages effectively 

using a range of available technological inventions in a variety of situations (Gee, 

2000; The New London Group, 1996, 2000).  

 

Based on the discussions, it appears that in order to solve the low employability rate 

amongst Malaysian graduates, some university graduates need more training in these 

areas: 

i. English language proficiency, 

ii. information, Communication and Technology (ICT) skills, 

iii. communication skills, and 

iv. higher-order thinking skills . 

 

The 21
st
 century brings a new dimension to the education world and it is important 

that learning in Malaysian universities focuses on equipping graduates with the 

necessary skills and knowledge to work well in the 21
st
 century in a variety of 

domains such as work, academic and social settings. This study provided a platform 
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for rethinking the current curriculum and classroom practices through an 

investigation of Malaysian students learning experiences using the multiliteracies 

approach.  Even though the pedagogy of multiliteracies has been a widely researched 

area, the focus of most current research was mainly on multiliteracies learning in 

Western learning settings. To date, there has been no major study conducted on 

investigating Malaysian university students’ learning experiences using a 

multiliteracies approach through a participatory action research methodology. In 

addition, research on the employability issue among Malaysian graduates seemed to 

concentrate on the study of the universities’ curriculum with less attention to what 

was happening in the classroom. This study investigated what was happening in the 

classroom and how the multiliteracies approach helped in achieving the national 

goals of producing university graduates that are compatible with the changes and 

transformation of the 21
st
 century.   

 

Where the notion expanded 

The current research project adopted a socio-cultural framework in conducting the 

research process, analysing data and formulating findings. It was based on 

Vygotsky’s (1978) development and learning theory known as socio-cultural theory. 

Socio-cultural theory suggests that all human activities are socially, culturally and 

historically constructed (Jaramillo, 1996; Lantolf, 2000; Turuk, 2008; Vygotsky, 

1978). Jaramillo (1996) asserted that Vygotsky defined social as an entity that 

consists of “rules and norms of the society that adults and more competent peers 

teach their younger initiates” (p. 136). Socio-cultural theory also advocates that 

human social and mental activity is organised through culturally constructed 

artefacts. According to Turuk (2008), these artefacts or tools are created by humans 
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under specific social and historical conditions, and they carry the characteristics of 

the culture in question. These points show that the cultural background of a society is 

a significant factor that influences human activities and it also shapes the society 

members’ interpretations of the world around them. 

 

Each society has their own ways of making sense of the world around them; for 

example, different societies have different conceptions about learning. This point 

was also stressed by Hong (2009) when he defined culture as “networks of 

knowledge, consisting of learned routines of thinking, feeling and interacting with 

other people, as well as a corpus of substantive assertions and ideas about aspects of 

the world” (p. 4). His definition clearly states that culture shapes the way a particular 

society sees, understands and makes sense of the many aspects of the world. 

Jaramillo (1996) suggested that socio-cultural theory proposed that humans learn and 

develop through social experiences and the social experiences shape the way they 

think and interpret the world. Due to this point, socio-cultural tendencies of each 

society can differ from each other. Thus, in understanding the learning of students 

from a particular context, it is important to consider the ways students make meaning 

and make sense of the world around them. 

 

Ignoring students’ socio-cultural influences towards learning might result in an 

inaccurate interpretation of their learning experiences. Students’ behaviour or 

responses in a classroom might be understood inaccurately, for example in the 

anecdote mentioned earlier about the issue of asking questions in a confirmation 

seminar among a group of doctoral candidates who came from Malaysia, Indonesia 

and Singapore and who were also from the Malay ethnic group. Without 
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consideration or knowledge of the Malay socio-cultural influence, the situation 

might be seen as the candidates’ inability to understand the subject of discussion or 

reflect the state of their critical minds or even show the candidates’ reluctance to 

participate in such academic practice. Being part of the group of doctoral candidates 

in question, I knew that the issue was caused by a more complex socio-cultural 

influence which will be discussed further in Chapter 2. This point was also 

mentioned by Rosenberg, Westling, and McLeskey (2008), where they stated that 

cultural tendencies impact the way students participate in learning. They asserted 

that lack of knowledge about the culture of the students might lead to a 

misunderstanding of the students’ responses or behaviour in the process of learning. 

They gave an example of Western students’ assertiveness in the classroom as this 

might be perceived as inappropriate by Eastern educators. Similarly, Eastern 

students’ quietness in the classroom might be perceived as passiveness by Western 

educators.  

 

It was my own experiences as a Malaysian student studying in an Australian 

university which enhanced my understanding of the significance of exploring the 

learners’ socio-cultural background in order to explore and better understand their 

learning experiences. The issue of cultural influences became obvious to me through 

the discussion of the research project with my two supervisors. Most of our meetings 

were about the way I portray a certain message or the words I used in the dissertation 

and in most cases the issues were grounded in the area of different cultural 

understandings. For example in the anecdote earlier, at first I wrote in the draft “I 

didn’t want to disappoint the request of the Doctoral Programme Coordinator”. 

Then my supervisor, who was also the Doctoral Programme Coordinator, suggested 
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that the word request was not an accurate representation. She taught that suggestion 

was more appropriate. This event demonstrated the two different cultural 

backgrounds that we were in. With the hierarchical background that I have, I 

understood and interpreted the action of the Doctoral Programme Coordinator as an 

act of putting forward a request.  This is because in my cultural setting a person with 

her position, which is an associate professor  and a programme coordinator was more 

superior in the hierarchical structure than my position as a student and it was quite 

common for people in that position to put forward a request ( this will be discussed 

further in Chapter 2). As a student, it was almost mandatory for me to ask questions 

in the next confirmation seminar as requested by my lecturer. However, from an 

Australian cultural background where the teacher-student relationship is less formal, 

she interpreted her action as simply “giving a suggestion’’. My personal experience 

highlighted the influence of socio-cultural influence; they became more transparent 

to me. Asma (2009) argued that if a person is being posed with other values, just like 

myself being in two different cultural settings, that situation makes a person realizes 

the role of his own culture and how it shapes the way he behaves and makes sense of 

the world.  

 

Studying culture and the influence of culture on how people behave and make 

meaning are very important to understand each group of people’s way of living and 

making meaning. Hofstede (2001) defined culture as a collective mental 

programming that is shared by a group of people and it distinguished the group from 

other groups. He advocated that culture consists of societal norms that “have led to 

the development and pattern maintenance of institutions in society with particular 

structures and ways of functioning” (p. 11). It means that each society has its own 
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particular ways in guiding its members on how to think and behave.  Hofstede was 

popular for his notion of national culture, where he explored similarities and 

differences among the cultural patterns of countries.  Asma (1992, 2009) conducted 

extensive studies on the influence of Malaysian culture, specifically the Malay 

society, towards Malaysian management patterns. She argued that not taking into 

account the cultural influence of a society makes the implementation of any 

management styles, including the ones that were adopted from other cultures, a futile 

attempt. She depicted the Malaysian management patterns as a tree and culture was 

described as the roots that hold the whole tree. She signified the importance of 

culture in understanding the ways a group of people in a particular context negotiate 

the world around them. 

 

It was also important to understand the socio-cultural influence towards learning. 

Eldridge and Cranston (2009) stated that through their investigation of transnational 

education management between Australia and Thailand asserted that the study of the 

socio-cultural attributes of the local setting was important to determine the correct 

strategies for academic and operational management of transnational higher 

education programme.  Novera (2004) confirmed that cultural issues were important 

in his investigation of adjustment process of Indonesian students studying in 

Australian universities. He interviewed 25 Indonesian postgraduate students who 

were studying in universities in Victoria, Australia and his study highlighted that the 

cultural differences between Indonesians and Australians had impacted the 

adjustment process of the Indonesian students. There were also many studies  

(e.g.,Chia, 2011; Gan, 2009b; Shi, 2006) that have been conducted on the area of 

misconceptions of Asian students’ learning styles due to a lack of understanding of 
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the local socio-cultural factors that influenced learning. These studies showed that 

studying and understanding the socio-cultural patterns of a particular society is 

significant to understanding the distinctive ways learning and how other human 

activities are interpreted and negotiated.  

 

As much as it was important for Malaysian students to have a suitable pedagogical 

approach in achieving the goal of producing employable university graduates, it was 

also important to investigate the socio-cultural factors that influenced the students’ 

learning. In addressing the issue of producing employable graduates for the 21
st
 

century, many researchers conducted studies on the area of integrating technology in 

teaching and learning and did not elaborate on the socio-cultural factors that could 

influence learning.  Irfan Naufal and Nurullizam (2011) conducted a study on the 

trends of information , communication and technology (ICT) research in teacher 

education field by analysing papers presented at two conferences in Malaysia : 1st 

International Malaysian Educational Technology Convention 2007 and 2nd 

International Malaysian Educational Technology Convention 2008. Their study 

shows that ICT researches in teacher education focussed on three areas: delivery 

system, learning environment and learning outcomes.  Irfan Naufal and Nurullizam 

asserted that research on learning environments focussed on the integration of ICT 

tools in learning to imitate the working environments of the students in the future. 

Ng and Raja Maznah (2008, as cited in Irfan Naufal & Nurullizam, 2011) focussed 

on introducing a reflective learning using ICT tools such as weblogging to encourage 

lifelong learning skills among Malaysian learners. Rohaida and Kamariah (2005) 

conducted a study to identify the factors that influenced the students’ learning in a 

web-based learning environment. They explored the physical setting of the computer 
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laboratory, teachers’ role and students’ readiness.  In terms of the teachers’ role, they 

noted that the teachers acted as facilitators and experts and students preferred to turn 

to the teachers as the source of reference, but they did not elaborate on the socio-

cultural factors that might influence this tendency.   

 

It appears that the above-mentioned studies did not elaborate on socio-cultural 

factors that may influence Malaysian students’ learning. This was the gap in the 

literature that the current research project aimed to fill.  In particular, the current 

research project provided information on how Malaysian socio-cultural factors 

contributed to the students’ learning. Since the multiliteracies approach was 

established in a Western learning environment, the research project also explored the 

ways Malaysian students negotiate learning using the multiliteracies approach.  

 

Subscribing to the socio-cultural perspective, this study also explored the 

methodology of participatory action research through socio-cultural constructs. 

Participatory action research speaks of participation and equal relationship between 

the researcher and the researched (Grant, Nelson, & Mitchell, 2008; Heron & 

Reason, 2006; Moore, 2004; Swantz, Ndedya, & Masaiganah, 2006). This concept 

was quite contrary to the cultural organization and conduct of Malaysian society. 

Hofstede (2001) and Asma (2009) indicated that Malaysian society is a hierarchy-

based society and each individual has his/her own place in the structure. Therefore, 

to employ a research methodology that stresses emancipatory and participatory 

approaches among the researcher and the researched was quite challenging. This 

study explored these challenges by giving examples from the research process. 
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Therefore, it is significant to understand the ways a society’s socio-cultural attributes 

influence the ways a group makes meaning, understands and makes sense of the 

world. From the socio-cultural perspective, all human activities including learning 

and researching are influenced by the groups’ socio-cultural beliefs and practices. 

Each society makes sense of the world differently from another society and it is 

significant to have knowledge of these differences to provide better understanding 

and avoid any misconception. 

 

In short, the focus of this study was influenced by two important notions. Firstly, this 

study was based on the notion of finding an alternative approach in order to address 

the issue of low employability rate among Malaysian universities’ graduates. This 

study focussed on investigating the issues and possibilities of the implementation a 

Western-based multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian learning setting. Secondly, 

the focus of the study was influenced by the socio-cultural theory that became the 

framework of this study as a whole. The study focussed on investigating the socio-

cultural factors that influenced Malaysian students’ learning using the multiliteracies 

approach. Furthermore, this study also focussed on exploring a participatory action 

research methodology through the socio-cultural perspectives of Malaysian 

researchers.  

 

 

AIMS 

The current research project was multilayered and underpinned by two main aims 

(Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Kemmis & 

Wilkinson, 1998; McTaggart, 1997; Wimpenny, 2010). The first layer of the study 
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aimed to investigate Malaysian students’ experiences in learning using the 

multiliteracies approach as initially conceived by The New London Group (1996, 

2000). The research project implemented a multiliteracies approach that not only 

stressed the use of multimodal resources but also the knowledge and skills that are 

crucial in the 21
st
 century. The research project also explored the influence of the 

students’ cultural background towards the implementation of the multiliteracies 

approach. The second layer focused on investigating Malaysian teachers’ 

experiences when engaging in collaborative research processes. The research project 

investigated how the researchers’ cultural practices influenced the participatory 

action research processes.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study sets out to answer three research questions:  

1. How do Malaysian polytechnic students negotiate learning using a 

multiliteracies approach? 

2. How did the students’ socio-cultural background influence the process and 

outcome of implementing a multiliteracies approach in a classroom in a 

Malaysian higher education institution? 

3.  How did the lecturers’ and researcher’s socio-cultural background influence 

the research process and outcome of the participatory action research project? 
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THE MULTILAYERED PROPERTY OF THE RESEARCH 

PROCESS 

As mentioned earlier, the current research project was multilayered. The first layer 

was labelled as the Multiliteracies Project. At this layer, the research process was 

conducted collaboratively by a research team consisting of two teacher-participants 

and myself. At this layer, the main focus was to explore the students’ experiences in 

learning using the multiliteracies approach. The methodology employed was a 

participatory action research approach, thus it involved a cyclical process of 

planning, action, observation and reflection (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005).  

 

The second layer was labelled as the Participatory Action Research Project. This 

layer focused on exploring the research team’s experiences engaging in a 

participatory action research project. This was the point when I as a doctoral 

candidate stepped back and reflected on the whole research process that occurred at 

the first layer. At this layer, I was looking at and analysing the research processes of 

the Multiliteracies Project from an outside perspective. The multilayer property of 

the current research project is summarised by Figure 1.1. 

 

Figure 1.1 describes the multilayer property of the current research project. The 

figure shows that the Participatory Action Research Project enfolds the 

Multiliteracies Project. This did not mean that Participatory Action Research Project 

was more superior than the Multiliteracies project.  Participatory Action Research 

Project simply embraced the Multiliteracies Project and did not over-power the 

research process at the first layer in any way. Participatory Action Research Project 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

22 

 

embraced the Multiliteracies Project to enable me as a doctoral candidate to reflect 

on and analyse the team’s research practices as a whole.  

 

 

Figure 1.1: The multilayered property of the research project 

 

The multilayer property of the research project as portrayed in Figure 1.1 is an 

important indicator of the organisation of the research project as well as the 

dissertation. The methodology chapter which is Chapter 3 will also be organised 

based on the multilayer property of the research project. The findings from the 

Multiliteracies Project will be discussed in Chapter 4 and 5. Chapter 6 will focus on 

the findings and discussions of the Participatory Action Research Project. 
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PREVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION 

Chapter 1 introduces the research project. It provides the focus of the study, the 

aims and the research questions, as well as a description of the multilayered research 

process of the project.  

 

Chapter 2 discusses the literatures and theoretical foundations of the study. The 

chapter discusses literature on learning for the 21
st
 century, the multiliteracies 

approach and the socio-cultural paradigm of the current research project. It also 

provides the theoretical background of the cultural attributes of Malaysians with a 

focus on Malay ethnic culture. It then explains how cultural attributes influenced the 

learning styles of Malaysian students. Finally, it discusses the philosophy of 

participatory action research as the methodology of the study and reflective practice 

as the basis of analysis of data. 

 

Chapter 3 describes the methodology used for this study. This chapter includes the 

description of the setting of the study which includes the location and participants. 

This chapter also describes the research procedures including the cyclical research 

process of participatory action research, data collection methods and data analysis 

methods of both layers of the study.  

 

Chapter 4 discusses data collected at the first cycle of implementing the 

multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian learning setting. It highlights the reflection 

process conducted by the research team on the students’ responses towards the 

multiliteracies approach. 
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Chapter 5 focuses on the data collected at the second cycle of implementing 

multiliteracies in the Malaysian learning setting. This chapter highlights the 

transformations of the students’ responses towards the multiliteracies approach. This 

chapter also presents the research team’s formulation on the implementation of a 

multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian setting, in particular addressing the 

distinctive cultural attributes of Malaysian students.  

 

Chapter 6 discusses findings from the second layer of the research project where I 

investigated the research team’s experiences in conducting in a participatory action 

research project. This chapter focuses on the elements of power and empowerment 

issues in the participatory action research process that was conducted in a Malaysian 

setting. It highlights the influence of the research teams’ cultural background toward 

the research process and outcome. This chapter also formulates the ways of 

implementing a participatory action research method in a Malaysian research setting. 

 

Chapter 7 is the final chapter of the dissertation. It summarizes the findings of the 

research project and suggests future research projects in terms of extending the 

current research project. It also highlights the contribution of the current research 

projects towards the body of knowledge in terms of theories, philosophy and 

methodology.   
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SUMMARY OF THIS CHAPTER 

This chapter introduced the researcher’s personal perspective towards the whole 

research project and elaborated the focus of the study. It also explained the aims and 

research questions. This chapter also provided an explanation of the current study’s 

multilayered property and a preview of the chapters of the dissertation.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

 

PREVIEW 

Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the research project by elaborating on the 

background of the study, research objectives, research questions, and rationale of the 

study. Chapter 1 also provided a description of the multilayered properties of the 

current research project and a preview of the dissertation. 

 

In this chapter, I will elaborate related literatures that became the theoretical 

foundations of the study. This chapter is divided into three parts where Part A will 

discuss Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory and multiliteracies and the concepts 

of 21
st
 century learning that became the underlying theories that shaped the research 

project. Part B will elaborate Malay cultural attributes and how they influence 

Malaysian learners’ learning styles, as these seemed to be a particularly important 

aspect of the research project. This section will also include the researcher’s 

reflections on how the cultural attributes influenced the learning of Malaysian 

students. Finally, Part C will explain the philosophy underpinning participatory 

action research and reflective practice that became the underlying methodology of 

the current study. 
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PART A:  

SOCIO-CULTURAL THEORY OF LEARNING 

There are many perspectives for understanding human learning and development 

processes including behaviourism, cognitivism, cognitive constructivism and social 

constructivism perspectives. Behaviorists associate learning with developing a new 

behaviour through the relationship of stimulus and response (Brown, 2007; 

Hergenhahn & Olson, 2005; Mitchell & Myles, 2004; Pritchard, 2009; Schunk, 

2012; VanPatten & Williams, 2007). Humans are constantly exposed to stimuli in 

their environment, and the response to each stimulus can be reinforced to achieve a 

desired outcome or a habit. Cognitivist scholars such as Gestalt, Piaget and Bandura, 

suggested that learning occurred as a result of cognitive or mental process in the 

human brain (Bigge & Shermis, 1999; Hergenhahn & Olson, 2005) and that it was 

not a solid behavioural process as suggested by behaviourist theorist. Some 

cognitivists viewed learning as a systematic process of processing information and 

this assumption informed the underlying theories of McLaughlin’s (1987) 

information-processing model and Anderson’s Adaptive Character of Thought 

(ACT) model (Anderson & Milson, 1989). A well-known cognitivist, Piaget, argued 

that children were born with sensori-motor schemata and learning was based on 

these schemata. Children used their schemata to understand and respond to their 

environment which was called the process of assimilation and later, through the 

process of accommodation, the children responded to their environment and 

transformed their existing schemata (Beilin, 1992; L. M. Cohen & Kim, 1999; 

Flavell, 1996; Hergenhahn & Olson, 2005; Huitt & Hummel, 2003; Jaffer, 2010; 

Jarvis, 2006; Piaget, 2005; Pritchard, 2009). Piaget’s cognitive developmental theory 
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was criticized by Lev Vygotsky (1978, 2005), who argued that this theory did not 

acknowledge the influence of the socialization process that occurs in children’s lives. 

 

Vygotsky argued that learning involved the process of socialisation of people with 

their surroundings and it is beyond a sole mental or cognitive process occurring in 

human brains as claimed by advocates of cognitive theories. Through this 

perspective, Vygotsky had led a huge paradigm shift in learning by introducing a 

human learning and development theory known as the socio-cultural theory. Even 

though he started writing in the 1920s, his works were only translated into English in 

the 1960s (Bigge & Shermis, 1999; Schunk, 1996) and played a significant role in 

informing the areas of learning and development. Socio-cultural theory suggested 

that learning occurred through the socialisation process of learners with the world 

around them; however, socio-cultural theory does not totally discard the influence of 

cognitive structures in learning.  In contrast to cognitive theories which maintain that 

the social surrounding does not influence cognition, socio-cultural theory suggests 

that social activity is where the process of human cognition is formed (Lantolf & 

Johnson, 2007). According to socio-cultural theory, human learning and 

development is mediated through mental and semiotic tools in the social 

surroundings and language is seen as a crucial mental tool for human to learn and 

develop (Bigge & Shermis, 1999; Daniels, 2001; Jaramillo, 1996; Jarvis, 2006; 

Lantolf, 2000; Matsuoka & Evans, 2004; Mitchell & Myles, 2004; Pritchard, 2009; 

Schunk, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978). 

  

The key to learning and development in Vygotsky’s socio-cultural learning theory is 

mediation; this is not simply a natural cognitive process that matures according to a 
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person’s biological and cognitive development as claimed by cognitivist theorists. 

Vygotsky (1978, 2005) argued that human learning and development are mediated 

through language and signs and symbols in people’s environment (Daniels, 2001, 

2008; Robbins, 2007). The tools for mediation are culturally and historically-

determined and they include language, signs, and symbols as well as how people act.  

According to Turuk (2008), mediation tools are “artefacts created under specific 

cultural and historical conditions and as such they carry with them the characteristics 

of the culture in question” (p. 245). 

 

As mentioned earlier, Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory does not abandon the 

influence of cognitive structure in human learning and development; however, he 

argued that cognition is the result of the interaction of humans with their social 

environment. In his theory, he talks about the concept of internalisation and 

externalisation. Internalisation is the result of a person’s interrelation with his 

activities and the result of these activities are internalized by the person through his 

cognitive structure. Meanwhile the concept of externalisation is the opposite of 

internalisation where mental processes could be materialized through external 

actions and these actions could be transformed and changed.  

 

Vygotsky suggested that learning does not necessarily begin at an estimated 

developmental level. Instead, Vygotsky suggested that learning could be mediated 

based on the knowledge of two developmental levels (Vygotsky, 1978, 2005).  The 

first developmental level was known as the actual developmental level. Vygotsky 

defined this level as “the level of development of a child’s mental functions that has 

been established as a result of certain already completed developmental cycles’ (p. 
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32).   He argued that if a child is already solving certain problems on his own, 

without any assistance, it indicated his actual developmental level. The second level 

is when a child can solve a problem with the assistance of an expert or collaboration 

with peers; this level is known as potential development level. The gap between 

these two levels is called the Zone of Proximal Development (Daniels, 2001; 

Guerrrero & Villamil, 2000; Pritchard, 2009; Schunk, 1996, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978). 

The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is a significant notion in socio-cultural 

theory and had become the underlying theoretical foundation of this research project. 

According to the socio-cultural theory, ZPD is the concept of space in which learners 

meet and learn from a person that is more advanced and knowledgeable such as an 

adult or teachers. This space was described to portray the distance or gap between 

the schema or a learner’s  actual  development with what the person can achieve 

through interaction with a more knowledgeable others (Bigge & Shermis, 1999; 

Daniels, 2001; Guerrero & Villamil, 2000; Jaramillo, 1996; Jarvis, 2006; Pritchard, 

2009; Schunk, 1996, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978,2005). Vygotsky (1978, 2005) argued 

that previous developmental theories determined the actual development of a learner 

and not the potential developmental level. He maintained that determining the 

developmental level of a learner is just a beginning point of learning. What was 

important was to determine the development potential of a learner; thus he concluded 

that the notion of zone of proximal development would do just that. Through this 

notion, learning could be organized based on the learner’s development potential.   

 

The concept of ZPD introduced another notion known as ‘scaffolding’ (Guerrrero & 

Villamil, 2000; Pritchard, 2009; Verenikina, 2008). Vygotsky argued that children 

learn through observing the examples of experts or adults and interaction with their 
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social environment. The concept of scaffolding had become the main reference for 

today’s classroom learning approaches, where teaching comes from an expert as well 

as interaction with the students’ environment to facilitate learning.  Pritchard (2009) 

defined scaffolding as “a planned way in which the teacher engages groups and 

individuals in dialogue and supports the development of understanding” (p. 25). 

Through scaffolding, the teacher as expert assists learning by engaging the learners, 

the novices, in interactions that bridge the learners’ current learning to new learning 

stages. The concept of scaffolding is more than deductive teaching from the teacher 

but it is also about learning through peer collaboration. Through the socialisation 

with experts and peers, students would make sense of the world around them.  

 

In conclusion, over the last 60 years, theories and practices of the learning have 

moved from a change of behaviour to a multidimensional process. Beginning with 

the view of learning as a response towards stimulus, the view moved to learning as a 

cognitive process and later to a socialisation process. Now, learning is viewed as a 

complex process that adopts many layers of theories. This study used socio-cultural 

theory to frame the research process and interpret data and findings.  

 

 

MULTILITERACIES AND 21
ST

 CENTURY LEARNING 

This section will explain the original notion of multiliteracies as conceptualised by 

The New London Group (1996, 2000) and later explain how the notion was extended 

in theories and researches. I will also explain the characteristics of 21
st
 century 

learning according to the literatures. 
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The original notion of multiliteracies 

Socio-cultural theory suggests that learning is a product of learners’ socialisations 

with the surroundings and, based on this assumption, we could say that our social 

lives influence what we learn and the ways we learn.  Thus, in designing effective 

pedagogical approaches, consideration should be made to issues that are happening 

in the socio-cultural world around us. And right now, the 21
st
 century is going 

through massive transformations in many aspects of the world including social, 

economic, technological, communication and working culture due to globalisation. 

 

One of the most prominent transformations due to globalisation is the advancement 

of technology and how it influences the way people do things (Borsheim, Merrit, & 

Reed, 2008; Cope & Kalantzis, 2006; The New London Group, 1996, 2000). Cope 

and Kalantzis (2006) argued that we are now in the middle of a digital revolution, 

where the computer and the Internet are changing the world. They described 

technologies as agents of democracy and intellectual freedom, and these 

technologies also configured the social distinctions in this world. They explained 

that the web is creating new social membership through social media such as 

Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp, thus constructing new social interactions and 

groupings (Cope & Kalantzis, 2006). Borsheim et al. (2008) suggested similar point 

that “technologies (including computers, cell phones, PDA, the Internet and social 

networking sites) have impacted on the nature of texts, as well as on the ways people 

use and interact with texts”(p.87). The New London Group (1996, 2000) contended 

that the massive development of ICT had immense impact on the other fields such as 

language, public and private lives. For example, we have a whole new language, 

including terms such as Facebooking, tweeting, and blogging, and phishing; all 
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referring to contemporary online activities. In people’s private lives, communication 

channels became diverse where the use of digital applications such as email, short 

messages system (sms), Skype and WhatsApp are more popular than the traditional 

pen and paper or even telephones. In addition, job applications are no longer carried 

out using traditional paper-based resumes but through an online application system. 

It seems that the information about almost everything from almost everywhere in the 

world is accessible through the Internet.  

 

The world has changed in many areas since the beginning of the 21
st
 century this has 

also impacted our educational approach. At the latter stages of the 20
th

 century, a 

group of ten educators became known as The New London Group (1996) addressed 

the impact of these transformations and introduced the notion of multiliteracies. 

They contended that globalisation has transformed many aspects of our lives such as 

economy, work and social interactions; as a result, there were new requirements for 

future workers and therefore present students. Consequently, many have suggested 

that the approaches towards learning in the 21
st
 century should be transformed in 

alignment with these transformations (Cope & Kalantzis, 2006, 2009a, 2009b; Kaur 

& Sidhu, 2007; Pandian & Balraj, 2010; The New London Group, 1996, 2000). 

 

The concept of multiliteracies is sometimes discussed under other terms, such as 

multiple literacies and new literacies. Multiple literacies (Cervetti, Damico, & 

Pearson, 2007; Sheridan-Thomas, 2007) are often described as having the ability to 

read and write multiple forms of texts such as print-based texts, digital texts and 

visual texts. Some researchers used the term New Literacies (Lankshear & Knobel, 

2003; Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, & Cammack, 2004; Lo & Clarke, 2010) which are often 
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focused on the use of technological-based texts such as digital texts, webpages, 

computer software, online games, in promoting literacies in the 21
st
 century. The 

New London Group (1996, 2000) described multiliteracies as having the knowledge 

and skills to participate actively in the globalized economics, information and social 

networks. The concept of multiliteracies is beyond reading and writing multiple 

forms of texts; it is also about having the knowledge of using and managing the 

current technological tools.  Borsheim et al. (2008) suggested that teaching using the 

multiliteracies approach  is beyond using technology as tools in teaching but teachers 

use technologies to help students to “understand how to move between and across 

various modes and media as well as when and why they might draw on specific 

technologies to achieve specific purpose” (p. 88).  

 

Based on the descriptions above, I can formulate that the notion of multiliteracies is 

about having the knowledge and skills that are necessary for learners to understand, 

discuss, reflect and use multiple representations of texts, such as in current 

technological resources to participate effectively in a variety of formal situations 

such as economy and work, and social situations such as leisure and cultural 

activities.  

 

Multiliteracies pedagogy 

The New London Group (1996, 2000) suggested the use of multimodal and 

technological resources as semiotic tools for learning mediation. They argued that 

these are the cultural tools surrounding the socio-cultural dimension of the lives of 

people today, thus they would be effective in mediating learning. Before the 21
st
 

century, many educators mediated learning through the use of print-based resources 
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such as books, graphs, maps, newspapers and charts (Baguley et al., 2010; Charles, 

2008; Iyer & Luke, 2010). But, in conjunction with the transformations in the 21
st
 

century,  multiliteracies pedagogy suggested the use of multimodal resources which 

included printed texts, graphics, videos, images and movement that are usually 

represented in online articles, websites, emails and social networking websites 

(Charles, 2008; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a; Iyer & Luke, 2010). These multimodal 

resources incorporate print, audio, visual, gestural, spatial representations (The New 

London Group, 1996, 2000).  

 

According to multiliteracies pedagogy, the focus of learning is not limited to using 

multimodal and technological resources as semiotic tools in mediating learning. 

Cope and Kalantzis (2009b) stated that learning activities that use technological 

resources in the classroom, such as transferring printed words from books to 

Microsoft Powerpoint slides, but still focuses on traditional teaching approaches are 

not an actual indication of the learning of the 21
st
 century. Learning in the 21

st
 

century includes having the knowledge and skills in handling, managing and 

transforming information and knowledge represented by the technological resources. 

In addition, learners should be taught to have the skills to relate those knowledge and 

skills in a variety of social contexts (Anstey & Bull, 2006; Cope & Kalantzis, 

2009b). 

 

Multiliteracies pedagogy highlights the knowledge and skills of the 21
st
 century, 

through their concept of ‘Design’ where teachers, students and policy makers are 

seen as designers of learning (Borsheim et al. 2008; New London Group, 1996, 

2000). Consequently, New London Group proposes that “activities of using language 
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to produce or consume texts should involve three elements which are Available 

Designs, Designing and The Redesigned” (New London Group, 1996, p. 12). 

Available Designs refers to multimodal resources, while, Designing is the “process 

of shaping emergent meaning” which involves “representation and 

recontextualization” (New London Group, 1996, p. 14). The process is not a mere 

replication of Available Designs but every moment of meaning making involves the 

transformation of several available resources of meaning. The outcome of the 

process of Designing is The Redesigned, a new meaning that is reproduced and 

transformed through the process of Designing Available Designs (New London 

Group, 1996, 2000).  Here, through the process of Designing and Redesigning, 

learners practice the knowledge and skills in understanding and analysing the 

information obtained from multimodal resources and later transform that information 

and knowledge to other social settings.  

 

To inculcate the knowledge and skills of the 21
st
 century in learning, the New 

London Group (1996, 2000) suggests four components; overt instruction, situated 

practice, critical framing and transformed practice. It is through these four 

components that the concepts of zone of proximal development and scaffolding 

suggested in Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory are realized. Each of these 

components is bridging the distance between the learners’ actual development and 

their potential learning through the intervention of an expert, the teachers. Here, the 

teacher acts as facilitator to encourage learning among the students through the 

concept of scaffolding. In Situated Practice, the teacher and students explore the 

students’ existing knowledge and skills through the use of multimodal resources.  In 

Overt Instruction, the teacher facilitates learning through a scaffolding process using 
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deductive approach or direct teaching. In this component, the teacher bridges the 

students’ existing knowledge and skills to new information and knowledge through 

interactions with multimodal and technological resources. In Critical Framing, the 

students would be involved in learning activities that encourage critical thinking and 

analysis among the learners. Finally, in Transformed Practice, the students are 

facilitated to transform their existing knowledge and skills to new social contexts, 

thus creating new knowledge and skills. The components do not come in a linear 

hierarchy but can be found in any order and could take place simultaneously (The 

New London Group, 2000). 

 

 

Extension and research on multiliteracies 

It has been more than 16 years since the notion of multiliteracies was established, 

and the topic of multiliteracies is still being discussed by scholars, researchers and 

practitioners worldwide. The discussion ranged from the extension of the notion of 

multiliteracies (e.g., Cope & Kalantzis, 2006, 2009a, 2009b; Kalantzis, 2006; 

Kalantzis & Cope, 2004) to the implementation of the multiliteracies in various 

learning contexts  (Ganapathy & Kaur, 2009; Kasper, 2000; Kaur & Sidhu, 2007; 

Pandian & Balraj, 2010; Ryu, 2011; J. P.-L. Tan & McWilliam, 2009; L. Tan & 

Guo, 2010) and to other practical and cultural issues related to multiliteracies (Ajayi, 

2010; Chatel, 2002; Henderson, 2004; Mills, 2006a, 2006b, 2007, 2009; Rowsell, 

Kosnik, & Beck, 2008). 

 

Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis (2006, 2009a, 2009b), who were original members of 

the New London Group, extended the component of multiliteracies pedagogy into 
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the practical concept of knowledge processes. They introduced Learning-by-Design 

pedagogy that emphasizes the point of “learners become knowledge producers and 

teachers become transformed professional role as designers of hybrid online and 

face-to-face communication” (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012a, online). The concepts of 

Overt Instruction, Situated Practice, Critical Framing and Transformed Practice in 

the multiliteracies pedagogy were simplified to knowledge processes of 

experiencing, conceptualising, analysing and applying (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a; 

Kalantzis, 2006; Kalantzis & Cope, 2004). They argued that this concept is more 

recognizable and practical and easily identified by practitioners in the field of 

teaching (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a). Cope and Kalantzis are also leading a global 

research project that invited practitioners worldwide to participate in their Learning-

by-Design projects through their website newlearningonline.com. 

 

Among other things, Cope and Kalantzis have been working on the concept of New 

Learning (Australian Council of Deans of Education, 2001; Cope & Kalantzis, 

2009a, 2009b; Kalantzis & Cope, 2012b). They argued that one of the highlights of 

New Learning is that learning should incorporate the use of multimodal and 

technological resources as well as highlight the balance of agency between teachers 

and students. They argued that present cultural tools are actually encouraging a sense 

of agency or participation from users; however, traditional teaching means that 

teachers control the direction of the teaching and learning process.  

 

Research on multiliteracies shows that the notion of multiliteracies has gone beyond 

using technological resources in teaching, but is also about engaging in the skills and 

knowledge associated with technological use (Borsheim et al., 2008; Grabil & Hicks, 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

39 

 

2005; The New London Group, 1996, 2000). For example, Grabil and Hicks (2008) 

suggested that in writing, the students considered many factors and issues before 

embarking on the writing and the meaning-making process. Grabill and Hicks (2008) 

discussed how Information Communication Technologies (ICTs) were important in 

the teaching of writing. In their article they discussed that through the multiliteracies 

approach, the teaching of writing is not about teaching with computers but it 

provides opportunities for students to have “a social space to write through ICT 

tools” (p. 306). They asserted that, in writing, the students considered many factors 

and issues before embarking in the writing and the meaning-making process; 

therefore, they require a full set of technology options such as computers and the 

internet “to support how they write, share, socialize, play, and organize their lives” 

(p. 306). 

 

 Grabill and Hicks (2008) also argued that using ICTs is not enough; the teaching of 

writing has to come with critical understanding of how technologies enable new 

literacies and meaningful communication. Similarly, this point was also discussed by 

Erstad, Gilje, and Lange (2007) in their article about multiliteracies and digital 

production in Norwegian media education. They carried out an ethnographic study 

and observed students who were taking media and communication courses in two 

different upper secondary schools in Oslo. One of their findings recorded an event 

where a group of students was discussing the ways to download a font type from the 

Internet. The teacher at that time urged them to use the fonts that were already 

present in the software that they were using and to continue writing the content of 

the news media. The students stated that they had chosen the font because the font 

choice would tell the story better. This instance shows that learning activities that use 
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technologies required more than using technologies as tools to complete particular 

task. Using technologies in learning provides a new ways in learning and making 

meaning. 

 

A multiliteracies approach also provides opportunities for the implementation of 

meaningful situations for learning.  Pandian and Balraj (2010) implemented a 

multiliteracies approach in Malaysian learning contexts. They suggested that the 

concepts of multiliteracies provided significant situations for learning. They 

investigated Malaysian secondary school science students’ experiences in learning 

using Kalantzis and Cope’s (2004) Learning-by-Design framework and asserted that 

the Malaysian educational scene was used to drawing on traditional chalk-talk 

approaches in teaching. Through Pandian and Balraj’s multiliteracies approach, the 

students were engaged in hands-on learning activities such as collecting water 

samples in several authentic sites in conjunction to learning about water pollutions. 

This study reported that the students were highly engaged in the activities, and were 

also able to participate in higher–order thinking activities such as evaluating and 

analysing.  Pandian and Balraj suggested that the students were offered new 

environments and new technologies for learning. In addition, the students were also 

taught how to use technologies in sharing and presenting their ideas in the 

classroom.  

 

Ganapathy and Kaur (2007) suggested a similar point when they asserted that using a 

multiliteracies approach provided rich, interesting and meaningful learning 

experiences. They conducted a mixed-methodology study, which investigated the 

perception of students and teachers towards the implementation of a multiliteracies 
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approach in an English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom in Malaysia. They 

reported that the students were more interested to learn as the students claimed that 

the multiliteracies approach provided opportunities to learn in creative ways 

compared to the formal “English lessons that emphasised the use of textbooks and 

workbooks” (p. 6). The students were more motivated and interested to participate in 

the learning activities due to the use of technological resources where they were able 

to use technologies in retrieving information and completing classroom tasks.  

 

A multiliteracies approach addresses the issue of diversity in learning and 

inclusiveness. Lopez-Gopar (2007) conducted a study on the implementation of 

multiliteracies in a Mexican indigenous community. They argued that the Mexican 

indigenous community had long been considered illiterate due to their inability to 

read alphabetical texts in the Spanish language. He argued that through a 

multiliteracies pedagogy that emphasized the cultural and historical contexts of the 

students, the multimodal texts that surrounded the learners became central and 

significant. The indigenous community was rich with multimodal representations in 

their culture even though it was without access to technological resources; for 

example the use of huipil, the group’s traditional garment. Even though it was just a 

piece of cloth, according to the concept of multimodality, the huipil was a 

multimodal text, as the designs on the garment represented multiple meanings. 

Lopez-Gopar described the garment as a “walking codice” (p. 168). He suggested 

that multiliteracies approach recommends the utilization of students’ previous 

knowledge including existing texts in learning. He argued that teachers should use 

students’ socio-cultural characteristics, as a guideline when designing a suitable 

pedagogical approach in teaching alphabetical literacy. He asserted that students 
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could explore multimodal resources available in their community first to prepare 

them for the skills to learning the alphabet through transformed practice component. 

 

The implementation of a multiliteracies approach was sometimes challenging as it 

may contrast certain socio-cultural attributes of certain learning contexts. L. Tan and 

Guo (2010) investigated the experiences of a Singaporean teacher in implementing a 

multiliteracies approach in a Singaporean learning context where learning was still 

based on print literacies. Their study showed that the teacher and students became 

co-designers in implementing new literacies in their learning context. The students 

demonstrated the ability to understand and analyse multimodal texts as well as 

presenting their ideas using technologies. They argued that students’ work using 

MediaStage (a 3D animated learning environment), to portray the themes from the 

study of Shakespeare’s  Macbeth, displayed the students’ ability in understanding the 

literary work as well as demonstrated the students’ knowledge of intertextuality.  

 

Although the students were showing evidences of new literacies learning, the teacher 

expressed that it was quite challenging to implement the multiliteracies approach in 

Singaporean learning contexts as the emphasis on multimodality contradicted the 

focus of the national assessment that was still based on print literacies. The teacher 

was interested to use a multiliteracies approach in her classroom and she also 

acknowledged the importance of learning 21
st
 century skills, but she faced a dilemma 

because the national examination, which is highly valued by Singaporean society, 

was still concentrating on print literacies. She asserted that: 

But I am, as an educator, I say that it is important for them to acquire these 

skills and that you know...I mean in their world, we don’t just encounter the 
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printed words. Very much of my emphasis in curriculum is still very much 

guided by the final assessment that they are going to take. And so when it 

comes to the crux, I would still choose focusing teaching or building or 

constructing their knowledge of the printed words (L. Tan & Guo, 2010, p. 

323). 

  

Pandian and Balraj (2010) also discussed a similar point when implementing a 

Learning-by Design framework in an examination-based context in Malaysia.  In 

their article they reported that one of the challenges they faced in encouraging 

teachers to become involved in the teaching of science using the multiliteracies 

approach, was that teachers still valued the examination- based culture. The teachers 

were more interested to finish up the syllabus because they claimed that the 

examination-based system that was prevalent in the Malaysian education setting was 

impeding innovative and creative activities in the classroom. As a result, some of the 

teachers preferred to prepare the students for the examination rather than embarking 

on creative activities such as offered by the multiliteracies approach in the 

classroom. Based on these studies, it is obvious that the investigation of the influence 

of the students’ socio-cultural perspectives and practices is needed to further clarify 

the issue of using the multiliteracies in a variety of learning contexts. L. Tan and 

Guo (2010) ended their article by describing the dilemma of implementing a new 

learning approach in an old learning context. The current study also implemented a 

multiliteracies approach in a learning context that emphasized traditional print-based 

literacy and examination success and the findings provided possible answers to this 

dilemma. 
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21
st
 century skills 

This brings us to the next important question, what knowledge and skills are 

considered significant in the 21
st
 century?  

 

It has been established that technologies have transformed the way people do things 

in the 21
st
 century and it is crucial for 21

st
 century learners to have the knowledge 

and skills of understanding and using technologies and multimodal representation of 

texts (Borsheim et al., 2008; Grabill & Hicks, 2008; The New London Group, 1996, 

2000). Kist (2003) emphasized this point when he asserted that learners who are 

fluent in understanding, discussing and reflecting multiple codes that are required by 

the current multimodal texts are considered successful 21
st
 century learners.  At the 

same time, 21
st
 century learners need to be able to be flexible and fluid to keep up 

with the fast-changing nature of the technologies. Leu et al. (2004) suggested that a 

multiliterate learner not only needs to be able to use technologies but also need to 

have the ability to use technologies to identify information, and be involved in 

critical thinking skills such as analysing and synthesizing. They stressed that the 

students should have the ability to use technology to convey the analysis to other 

people.  

The new literacies of the Internet and other ICTs include the skills, strategies, 

and dispositions necessary to successfully use and adapt to the rapidly 

changing information and communication technologies and contexts that 

continuously emerge in our world and influence all areas of our personal and 

professional lives. These new literacies allow us to use the Internet and other 

ICTs to identify important questions, locate information, critically evaluate 

the usefulness of that information, synthesize information to answer those 
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questions, and then communicate the answers to others (Leu et al., 2004, p. 

1572). 

 

This point was discussed by Anstey and Bull (2006) where they described a 

multiliterate person as someone who  

is flexible and strategic and can understand and use literacy and literate 

practices with a range of texts and technologies; in socially responsible ways; 

in a socially, culturally, and linguistically diverse world; and to fully 

participate in life as an active and informed citizen (p. 55).   

So, the use of technologies is more comprehensive than using technologies as tools. 

It is also about having the critical thinking skills to analyse and reflect and synthesize 

information that is presented through multimodal texts.  

 

A multiliteracies approach also highlights the ability to work in teams and in a 

network of people (Gee, 2000, 2002; Iyer & Luke, 2010; Kist, 2003). Gee (2000) 

asserted that in addition to having the skills to work collaboratively, a worker is now 

expected to be more proactive in relation to the interest of the workplace. This means 

that a worker regardless of his/her level in the organization structure is required to be 

able to conduct critical analysis and possess multiple skills. Ultimately, the 21
st
 

century is demanding that learners or future workers be experts in a variety of fields 

and do not only possess a single expertise (Gee, 2000).  

 

Cope and Kalantzis (2009b) stated that another important aspect in the 21
st
 century 

was the ability of students to be co-designers of their own learning process.  They 

argued that, in traditional classroom practice, teachers often control the direction of 
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teaching and learning processes; however, they argued that in the 21
st
 century, 

students should actively participate in determining their own learning processes with 

the teachers.  They claimed that these are the times that require active participation 

from all level of social strata, where we are no longer viewers but active participants 

in most social activities. Kist (2003) stated said the learners in the 21
st
 century 

should be active, engaged doers which means that students should be able to initiate 

and be engaged in activities that benefit their own learning. Kist further mentioned 

that the 21
st
 century is not the place for passive students. It is appropriate that a 

multiliteracies classroom learning approach adopts a way to shift the balance of 

agency between teachers and students where students would be encouraged to be co-

users and co-designers of their own learning. Berthelsen and Brownlee (2005) 

suggested that active participation from students in becoming agents of their own 

learning is important. In their study of children’s active participation in child care 

programs in Australia, they investigated how child care workers understand and 

recognise the rights of participation of children. One of the findings of the study 

showed that children and teachers worked as learning partners that signified the 

increasing awareness of the significance of children’s active participation in 

learning.  

 

In short, based on the discussions above, the 21
st
 century skills that will be 

highlighted in the current study are:  

1. knowledge to use current technologies for diverse purposes; 

2. critical thinking skills to identify, reflect, analyse and evaluate information 

presented by multimodal texts; 

3. ability to work in teams and on peer-collaborative tasks;  
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4. active participation in determining the processes of own learning. 

 

In conclusion, the change and transformation of the global economy, the social world 

and the advancement of information and communication technologies require a shift 

from the traditional classroom pedagogical approach. Learners are now expected to 

be proactive, possess the ability to analyse, evaluate, and communicate information 

effectively using available technological innovations. A multiliteracies approach 

does not work on a limited concept of using technologies in learning but also 

emphasizes learning the skills and knowledge that are prevalent with the advent of 

technologies in the 21
st
 century. The multiliteracies approach was introduced almost 

16 years ago, but it has been extended and widely researched and is still relevant in 

the present times. Research shows that the multiliteracies approach provides 

meaningful learning experiences for students and recognizes the differences in the 

students’ socio-cultural backgrounds.  

 

 

 

PART B:   

MALAYSIAN CULTURAL ATTRIBUTES AND MALAYSIAN 

LEARNING STYLE 

It is important to understand the socio-cultural background of the research 

participants in the current study. This section will give insights in to Malay culture of 

relevance to the context of the study. It will focus on explaining what is culture, 

certain Malay cultural attributes and how the cultural attributes influence learning 
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(Aminuddin, Nur Syuhada, Tajularipin, & Roselan, 2010; Merriam & Mazanah, 

2000). 

 

Understanding culture 

Culture in the simplest form could be defined as accepted practices in a society based 

on shared beliefs and values and has been passed through generation; however, most 

scholars presented a more comprehensive definition of the word culture. Clyde 

Kluckhohn in his book of Mirror for Man (1949), described culture as a total life 

way of people, the social legacy individual acquire from their group. The main 

characteristic of culture was that it is shared among people in one group and it 

distinguishes the group from other groups. This point was supported by the 

definition of culture by Hofstede (2001). He defined culture as collective mind 

programming that differentiates members of one group or categories from other 

group. It was also supported by Kaasa and Vadi (2010), who defined culture as “a 

pattern of shared values, beliefs, and behaviours of a group of people, be it some 

small group or the whole society” (p. 585).  

 

A Malaysian researcher, Asma (2009) provided quite a comprehensive definition of 

culture, when she defined culture as: 

1. The total patterns of beliefs, customs, practices, institutions, techniques and 

objects that the people of the society have invented, adopted  and inherited 

from their forefathers and other reliable sources; 

2. an integrated and shared pattern of  human behaviour that includes thought, 

speech, action and artifacts, and its survival depends on the capacity of its 
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members to learn and transmit knowledge to succeeding  generations so that 

they know how they are expected to behave; 

3. a way of life which gives members in a society a sense of purpose, identity, 

meaning and well being and generates a commitment to the primary cultural 

values and philosophy and the vision that members believe they can promote 

and uphold; 

4. the cumulative deposit of knowledge, experience, meanings, beliefs, values, 

attitudes and concepts of self, the universe (reality, harmony with nature and 

hierarchies of status), time, role expectations and spatial relations acquired by 

a large group of people in the course of generations through individuals and 

groups striving in order to adapt to the environment (p.4). 

 

Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory suggested that the socio-cultural 

background of a person determines how he/she makes sense or negotiates things in a 

particular context. Hofstede (2001) asserted that culture consist of mental software 

that controls a person’s response to their surroundings. Thomas (2008) also 

suggested a similar point when he asserted that “language, systems of government, 

forms of marriage, and religious system are all functioning when we are born into a 

society” (p. 29). It can be said that all aspects of the world including learning occurs 

according to the person’s socio-cultural background. Different societies will have 

different interpretations about the world around them including learning.  

 

In investigating learning, it is important to understand the socio-cultural background 

and practices of the students.  Neglect in this area will give an inaccurate 

interpretation of what was happening in the learning process and might contribute to 
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developing inaccurate action plans in promoting learning process. This point was 

discussed by Henderson (2004), when she highlighted the learning stories of three 

children in Australia who came from families of itinerant farm workers. The children 

had literacies issue but her study showed that some of the teachers attributed their 

literacies issues to the fact that they often moved schools and missed school so much 

in one year. Through her investigation, Henderson found out that the children had 

bilingual background, in which they spoke Tongan at home and English was their 

second language. She argued that the children’s bilingual background was not 

considered as the contributing factor when assessing the children’s literacies 

abilities. She argued that it was important for teachers to use a wide lens and 

consider students socio-cultural practices to provide all the relevant information to 

understand the students. Similarly, in the case of the current research project, it is 

important to have understandings about the context of the current study to 

understand the data and findings of the study.  

 

Malaysian cultural attributes 

Malaysia is a multicultural society and it is not appropriate to assert that Malaysian 

society which consists of Malays, Chinese and Indian ethnic groups, share similar 

cultural attributes (Lim, 1998; Selvarajah & Meyer, 2008). The Population 

Distribution and Basic Demographic Characteristics Report 2010, published by the 

Malaysian Department of Statistics showed that Malaysia consists of 67.4% 

Bumiputera (sons of soil which includes the Malays and Indigenous groups), 24.6% 

Chinese, 7.3% Indians and 0.7% others. Hofstede (2001) conducted a worldwide 

scale study of the cultural dimensions of almost 72 countries. In his research report, 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

51 

 

he concluded that Malaysians regardless of the ethnic groups share similar cultural 

characteristics. 

 

 Lim (1998) contested Hofstede’s claim when he conducted a study to investigate the 

cultural attributes of Malays and Malaysian Chinese and their implications for 

research and practice. He stated that the Malays and Malaysian Chinese differ from 

each other in fundamental areas that it would not be adequate to generalize the 

cultural attributes of these two ethnic groups. His study shows that even though the 

Malays and Malaysian Chinese shared similar cultural attributes, they differ in terms 

of extent, content and orientation. Hofstede (2001) had classified Malaysia as a 

collectivist society, and Lim (1998) argued that the Malays and the Malaysian 

Chinese have different orientations in practicing collectivism. The Malays 

maintained close knit relations with friends, relatives and neighbours to preserve 

harmonious relationships in a community; meanwhile the Malaysian Chinese formed 

associations among members of the same clan, dialect and mostly related to the 

business community to provide communal help and security. 

 

J. Kennedy (2002) conducted a GLOBE (Global Leadership and Organizational 

Behaviour Effectiveness) study to determine the leadership pattern in Malaysian 

society as part of a larger research program focussing on culture and leadership in 61 

nations including Malaysia.  Through his paper, he explained leadership values of 

Malaysian managers based on data collected from Malay managers. Selvarajah and 

Meyer (2008) argued that Kennedy’s (2002) study misinterpreted the values of 

Malaysian managers by measuring the values of Malay managers and ignoring the 

values of Malaysian Chinese and Malaysian Indians managers. It is inappropriate to 
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generalize Malaysian managers based on one ethnic group in the country. Selvarajah 

and Meyer (2008) explored leadership values of Malaysian Managers based on the 

three major ethnic groups, Malays, Chinese and Indians. His study showed that each 

ethnic group had different leadership values that were influenced by their own ethnic 

values.  

 

Some studies show that even though the Malays, Chinese and Indians in Malaysia 

had different foundations for their cultural attributes, they share almost similar 

cultural characteristics (Asma, 2009; Lim & Asma, 2001). Lim (2008) argued that 

“although Malaysians tend to identify themselves with different ethnic groups, they 

are generally believed to share similar values” (p. 40). He argued that since the 

ethnic groups share similar geographical, economic and social spaces, the ethnic 

groups’ values had influenced each other’s values. Asma (2009) argued that even 

though Malaysians consist of three different ethnic groups, they share some common 

values. According to Asma, Malaysians are collectivist, hierarchical, relationship-

oriented, and religious. She added that Malaysian also believe that maintaining face 

is the key to preserving social harmony and personal relationships.  

 

Lim and Asma (2001) conducted a study to explore the similarities and differences 

of cultural dimensions of Anglos, Australians and Malaysians, comprising Malays, 

Chinese and Indian ethnic groups. Their study showed that the Anglos and 

Australians show no significant differences in terms of cultural values in 

management. The study also showed that the Malays, the Chinese and the Indians 

showed no significance difference in terms of cultural values in management. They 

argued that “although Malaysians belong to different ethnic origins, they have 
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‘streamlined’ their values under a shared wider socio-cultural environment” (p. 5). 

When Lim and Asma (2001) compared the cultural values between Malaysians 

(Malays, Chinese, and Indians) and non-Malaysians (Anglos and Australians), the 

findings showed significant differences. For example, Malaysians were seen to be 

more hierarchical as compared to the non-Malaysians.  

 

Even though some studies classify Malaysians as sharing one national culture, it is 

still inadequate to describe Malaysians, who include Malays, Chinese and Indians, as 

having one culture. Their cultural values may have similarities in certain areas such 

as the concept of social hierarchy (Lim & Asma, 2001), or expressing refusal 

(Kuang, 2009) or using address forms (Kuang, Jawakhir, & Dhanapal, 2012), but 

they do not imply that each ethnic group can be collectively labelled under one 

national culture. For example, in Lim and Asma’s (2001) study, the findings showed 

that Malays, Chinese and Indians showed different degrees in certain cultural 

dimensions such as in relationships and hierarchical tendency. Kuang et al. (2012) 

asserted that Malaysia is a multicultural society that comprises three dominant ethnic 

group and each ethnic groups have variations in their spoken languages. Their 

investigation about the typology of address forms used by Malays, Chinese and 

Indians in Malaysia showed that the three ethnic groups share similarities in using 

address forms in principle; however, their study noted there were variations of 

address forms used by the participants according to their ethnic groups. In 

conclusion, it can be said that it is important to acknowledge that each ethnic groups 

is distinctive and rich with their cultural values; and each group has different 

interpretations of the world around it.  
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Factors influencing Malay values and cultural attributes 

The Malays’ cultural values are heavily influenced by the religion Islam (Jeannot & 

Khairul Anuar, 2012; Khairul, Jin, & Cooper, 2000; Othman, Zainal Abidin, 

Rahimin Affandi, Nor Hayati, & Norhidayah, 2011; Zainal Abidin, 2010). History 

noted that the Islamization of the Malays began in the golden age of the Sultanate of 

Malacca in the 15
th
 century (Khairul et al., 2000; Mohd Aris, 1983; Zainal Abidin, 

2010). Zainal Abidin (2010) in his article about the Malay civilisation and identity 

stated that since the arrival of Islam, the Malay civilisation was transformed to 

accommodate to Islamic rules such as in social practices, commerce, art, knowledge 

and philosophy.  

 

Many of the cultural values of the Malay society are influenced by the concept of 

budi (Asma, 2009; Dahlan, 1991; Hassan, 2001; Jeannot & Khairul Anuar, 2012; 

Zainal Abidin, 2010). The budi concept has become the underlying value that shape 

Malays’ behaviour, manner, thoughts and knowledge. Hashim (2008) defined budi 

as an intellect that enables a person to think and understand a certain matter, to have 

the ability to argue and rationalize. Hashim further elaborated that budi is wisdom 

that generate a righteous man. Hassan (2001) suggested that budi is not only a 

cognitive process but it comes from the inside which he described as lubuk hati 

(depth of the heart). Dahlan (1991) explored the concept of budi in his paper on the 

influence of Malaysian local values in intercultural management. He argued that the 

concept of budi is the Malay’s polite concept. Budi is represented by virtuous 

qualities such as generosity, respect, sincerity, righteousness, tolerance, jaga hati 

(caring) and shame. Zainal Abidin (2010) defined budi as a spiritual faculty that 

determines wise practice such as politeness, morality, and courtesy.  Jeannot and 
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Khairul Anuar (2012) defined budi as an ethical system of the Malays that becomes 

the foundation for social relationship and social norms. Based on these definitions, it 

can be said that budi is both cognitive and spiritual faculties that originate from the 

depth of human heart that controls and determines the values, language and social 

conducts of the Malay society; and it also is the soul of the Malay society that 

underlies their thoughts, behaviour and manner that have been passed down from 

one generation to another.  

 

The social hierarchy of the Malay society 

The Malay society is often labelled as a hierarchical society (Asma, 2009; Hamzah, 

1991; Norma & Kennedy, 2000). In the Malay social hierarchy, parents and the 

elders possess a higher position in the structure.  Hashim (2008) conducted studies 

on the social character traits of the Malay society that were manifested in the 

traditional Malay sayings, poems, proverbs and verses. According to Hashim, 

Normahdiah, Rozira, and Siti Sarah (2012), traditional Malay sayings, poems, 

proverbs and verses often reflect Malay people’s behaviours, manner of speeches, 

values and norms, and thoughts and knowledge. In these studies, Hashim (2008) and 

Hashim et al. (2012) highlighted 26 social characters of the Malay society. Among 

them was a verse that indicated the place of parents in the society and how parents 

should be respected and served by their children. The verse is: 

Apa tanda Melayu jati (What is the sign of a true Malay), 

Mentaati ibu bapa sepenuh hati (Obey parents wholeheartedly), 

Apa tanda Melayu jati (What is the sign of a true Malay), 

Kepada ibu bapa ia berbakti (Serving his parents always). 
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This verse suggests that a true Malay is signified by his ability to be loyal and 

obedient to his parents. It is considered the duty of children to serve their parents in a 

variety of ways.  

 

The loyalty and obedience towards parents were also recommended by Islamic 

teachings. Throughout the Quran, the Islamic Holy Book, it is mentioned several 

times on how parents should be treated and appreciated. For example, the following 

verse explained how parents should be treated in a Muslim society: 

Your Lord has decreed that you worship none but Him, And that you be kind 

to parents. Whether one or both of them attain old age in your life, Say not to 

them a word of contempt, nor repel them, But address them in terms of 

honor. And out of kindness, Lower to them the wing of humility, and say: 

'My Lord! bestow on them Your Mercy as they Cherished me in childhood' 

(Quran 17:23-24).  

Islam recommends children to be kind to their parents. Since, the Malay culture is 

highly influenced by Islam (Hamzah, 1991; Jeannot & Khairul Anuar, 2012; Khairul 

et al., 2000; Othman et al., 2011; Zainal Abidin, 2010), parents in the Malay society 

is highly regarded and hold a high position in the hierarchical structure.  

 

The Malay social hierarchy also acknowledges the elders as having a high position in 

the societal structure. Jeannot and Khairul Anuar (2012) stated that the budi concept 

encourages members of Malay society to be courteous and respectful, especially to 

older people. This is because older people in the society are seen as people that are 

knowledgeable and possess the same status as the parents. The Malay also has a 

popular saying to describe the elders which is “banyak makan garam” (eats more 
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salt). This saying suggests that the elder people have eaten more salt thus they have 

experienced more in their life and know better about life than the younger people. 

Here, experience are highly regarded as much as academic knowledge. Othman et al. 

(2011) stated that in a Malay society the elders are the catalyst of the harmonious 

relationships in the society. They argued that elder people are “intellects, educator 

and the coordinator of social relationships so it can remain harmonious” (p. 74).  

 

Personal reflections 

The social hierarchy discussed above also portrays the social hierarchy in the 

classroom in Malaysia. In a classroom structure, teachers have a higher position as 

compared to the students in the hierarchy.  The position of teachers is usually 

determined by the age and knowledge-base of teachers. Teachers are usually older 

and have more knowledge as compared to the students, signifying the status 

differences between teachers and students.  In addition, teachers are often viewed as 

being at the same level as parents in the family hierarchical structure (Badli Esham 

Ahmad & Faizah Abdul Majid, 2010; Fung, 2010), therefore teachers have a higher 

power status and have more power over students in teaching and learning process.  

 

The hierarchical relationship between teachers and students defined the teacher-

student relationship in the classroom generally. As compared to a less formal 

learning relationship between teacher and students in Western learning contexts, the 

relationship between teachers and students in Malaysian learning settings are usually 

more formal.  In Western learning settings, it is common for students to address their 

teachers with their first name. This situation would make most Asian students feel 

uncomfortable (Joy & Kolb, 2009; Novera, 2004). Fariza and Isma Rosila (2012) in 
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their study of the educational experiences of Malaysian students studying in an 

Australian university noted that most Malaysian students felt uncomfortable at first 

when addressing their lecturers with their first names. In Malaysia, teachers are 

addressed by their ranks or title such as Sir, Madam, Dr., and Dato, Datin (honorary 

title/merit awarded by the royalty).  As a consequence, in most Malaysian learning 

settings, the teacher and students have a clear power distance and it impacts on how 

they behave. Teachers and students in most instances prefer to maintain a certain 

distance with each other  

 

In my experience, teachers are usually strict and really uphold their position as a 

person of higher status in the classroom. Due to this, teachers are viewed as 

authorities and learners are less inclined to question the teachers’ decision or provide 

in-class comments. Aminuddin et al. (2010) stated that it is common in Malaysian 

classroom for students to “fear” the teachers because most of the time teachers 

employ firm and serious modes in their communication with the students.   

 

The Malay social hierarchy also has a high regard for people in authority such as 

community leaders. Hashim (2008) and Hashim et al. (2012) asserted that another 

Malay characteristic highlighted in traditional Malay poems and verses was that the 

culture of being loyal to fair leaders. As mentioned earlier, these traditional Malay 

poems and verse reflects the cultural values of Malay society (Hashim, 2008; 

Hashim et al., 2012). According to Hashim et al. (2012), the following verse 

highlights how Malay perceive leaders in the community:  

Elok kampong ada tuannya, elok negeri ada rajanya, (A good village has its 

master, a good state has its kings) 
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Adat hidup orang terhormat, kepada pemimpinnya ia taat. (A ritual of 

respected people is to be loyal to their leaders) 

 

The cultural practice of honouring leaders might originate from the first government 

of Malay society that began at the era of the Sultanate of Malacca in the 15
th

 century. 

At that time, the Malacca government was ruled by a Sultan ( king) and a 

administered by the pembesar (ministers).  According to Mohd Faidz, Jamaie, Mohd 

Rizal, and Mohamad Rodzi (2011), the Malays believed that a Sultan was a 

representative from God to serve justice and take care of the well being of the 

people. Sultan comes with the concept of daulat (sovereignity) where rebelious acts 

against the Sultan were considered as a serious offense (Mohd Faidz et al., 2011). 

After the British colonial era, the Sultans were given symbolic roles in the country’s 

administration.  

 

Respect towards leaders is often materialized through loyalty and obedience. Mohd 

Faidz et al. (2011) described that the traditional Malay political culture was based on 

loyalty and sensitivity towards the sovereignty of leaders such as sultans. They 

asserted that the people were usually submissive and subservient.   According to 

Asma (2009) in the traditional Malay community, when a person is given  a high 

position by a company, community or the government, Malays acknowledge their 

status and rank and expect the person to uphold his duties and responsibilities as 

leaders. As leaders, they were expected to be polite, courteous, trustworthy, and have 

excellent manners and good leadership qualities. Asma (2009) further suggested the 

Malay community expect leaders to have paternalistic roles where they become the 

‘father’ in an organization and provide help and support for the workers or other 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

60 

 

people. As an exchange, the people will give their loyalty, obedience and 

commitment towards the leaders. Jeannot and Khairul Anuar (2012) suggested that 

in the Malay culture, a leader is always right and it is improper to contest their 

opinions. Mahfooz, Zainal, and Rehana (2004) stated that “societal norm dictates 

that juniors do not disagree with seniors (superiors or elders)” (p. 115). Similar 

points were also suggested by Lim and Asma (2001), who explained that leaders are 

entrusted to make the right decisions and other people are expected to obey and 

respect the leaders and not to question or challenge what they say. 

  

Personal reflections 

In Malaysia, since teachers are often seen as being at the same position as parents in 

the hierarchical structure, students are often required to express  the highest regards 

and respect towards their teachers just as they would do towards their own parents 

(Badli Esham & Faizah, 2010; Fung, 2010). In most Malaysian classrooms, respect 

towards teachers is materialized through showing obedience and loyalty. It is quite 

common where students sit quietly and listen to the teachers attentively in the 

process of teaching and learning (Tengku Intan Suzila & Mohd Yusri, 2012).  

 

This cultural classroom practice is often viewed as a passive learning environment, 

but in actuality it signifies the students’ respect towards the teacher. Teachers are in 

the position of authority and the students are usually obliged to comply with all 

directives from the teacher (Aminuddin et al., 2010; Fung, 2010; Holmes, 2004; 

Novera, 2004). 

 

In the social hierarchy, people in leading positions in the Malay community are 
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expected to have good manners and refined behaviour (Asma, 2009; Romlah, 2013); 

therefore teachers are usually expected to be good exemplars for the students in 

terms of morality (Aminuddin et al., 2010) and possess knowledge to guide the 

students’ learning. Teachers are always seen as a person of high knowledge; 

meanwhile the students’ role is to absorb the knowledge and information like a 

sponge. Aminuddin et al. (2010) suggested that in Malaysia students are dependent 

on teachers as a sources of knowledge, thus teachers have more responsibility in 

providing all the materials needed and determining the direction of the teaching and 

learning process.  

 

Influenced by the view that teachers are source of knowledge, most teachers used a 

spoon-feeding approach in teaching. The spoon-feeding culture is prescriptive 

learning where the teacher will pass on all the information relating to their subject 

matter to the students. Meanwhile, the students’ role is to receive input or 

prescription from the teachers. Hwang and Mohamed Amin (2007) in their study of 

approaches used by Malaysian teachers in an ESL classroom argued that one of the 

participants of their study mentioned that the students preferred teachers’ control in a 

classroom, therefore teaching and learning process was more teacher-centred. 

 

It is also important to acknowledge status differences among individuals through the 

use of proper titles as a symbol of respect (Lim & Asma, 2001). Norma and Kennedy 

(2000) suggested that the status differences between individuals in the Malay society 

are clearly recognized and acknowledged through the use of the correct titles, 

protocols and rank. Originating from the Sultanate of Malacca era, the rituals among 

royalties are still preserved, for example in addressing the royalties, the Malays use 
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salutations such as Yang Mulia (The Honorable). Community leaders who were 

awarded merits by the Sultan are addressed with their titles such as Datuk and Tan 

Sri preceding their first name. In academia, it is customary to address academics 

using their titles preceding their first name such as Dr or Professor. Even in a family 

institution, the title of each family member also symbolizes their position. For 

example the title Long (the first) is given for the first born of the family, Ngah is for 

the middle and Su (the last) is given to the last one born in the family. These titles 

are commonly used in most families in Malaysia and each title show the position of 

the person in the family.  

 

Kuang et al. (2012) asserted that using appropriate address forms and titles is 

important in the Malaysian society. They conducted a study that investigated how 

Malaysians which include Malays, Chinese and Indians, address people who are 

holding positions in government agencies. The article discussed how the forms of 

address show status differences, cultural values such as respect and regards, as well 

as maintaining face value in order to maintain harmonious relationships. Through 

their study Kuang et al. (2012) identified that in addressing officers that have 

authority, people used formal salutations, such as Encik (Sir) to address male officers 

and Puan (Madam) or Cik (Miss) to address female officers. In addition, Malaysians 

used informal address form in addressing lower level officers such as the office boy 

or tea ladies and cleaners. The used bang (brother), akak (sister), pakcik (uncle) and 

makcik (aunty) to display a sense of respect to the staff. Kuang et al. described these 

address forms as kinship terms that show modesty and respect.  
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Personal reflection 

Teachers in the Malaysian classroom are often referred to Sir, Madam, Dr, Professor, 

Datuk or Datin (honorary titles and merits) to show respect and to mark the 

boundaries of relationship between teachers and students.  In most cases teachers 

would prefer for students to follow their directives especially in teaching and 

learning processes. Teachers and students do have a good relationship, but these 

come with certain boundaries. For example, students have to address teachers with 

their titles at all times and attempts to call teachers with their first name without the 

title are considered rude. Students have to adhere to the Malay politeness system in 

communications with teachers so as to avoid being offensive and disrespectful 

(Marlyna, 2006).  

 

I have outlined the basic social structure of the Malay community. The social 

structure can be summarised as below 

 Older people in the community are considered knowledgeable due to their 

experiences in life 

 People with leading positions also hold a high status in the community due to 

their leadership qualities. 

 Both elders and leaders are respected and hold a higher status in the Malay 

community.  

 Respect is materialized through loyalty, obedience and using the correct 

language in communicating and addressing people with a higher status.  
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Conflicts and face concept 

Maintaining harmonious relationships among community members is a very 

important value in the Malay community and in most instances the Malays prefer to 

prioritise the community’s interest above their own interest (Asma, 2009; Krish, 

Marlyna, & Siti Hanim, 2012; Marlyna, 2006). The ways that Malays deal with 

conflicts are determined by the complex concept of face value, jaga maruah 

(preserve pride), jaga hati (caring) and the wish to preserve harmonious relationships 

among community members. Asma suggested that having a contradictory opinion is 

considered unproductive and would demolish communal harmony. To show the 

importance of face value and maintaining harmonious relationships in the 

community, the Malay community have a lot of concepts related to face value. For 

example, according to Hamzah (1991) and Jeannot and Khairul Anuar (2012), 

Malays are brought up to preserve their own face and others, which refers to the 

concept of jaga maruah (preserve the pride) of people. Asma (2009) defined jaga 

maruah as hiding or concealing what a person felt so that other people would not 

feel uncomfortable or offended. The Malays also have the concept of jaga hati 

(caring) (Dahlan, 1991) as part of the virtuous qualities of the budi concept.  

According to Badly Esham and Faizah (2010), in Malaysia, the concept of jaga hati 

means “not to induce the bad feeling onto others” (p.255).  

 

The Malays often avoid confrontations (Hashim et al. 2011; Jeannot & Khairul 

Anuar, 2012). According to Jeannot and Khairul Anuar (2012), to avoid 

confrontation the Malays prefer to adopt indirect approach in communicating 

negative messages. Direct and forthright communications especially in 

communicating negative messages are considered rude and inconsiderate (Norma & 
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Kennedy, 2000). Hamzah (1991) argued that “the Western outspokenness is an 

“anathema” (p. 10) in the Malay community. Dahlan (1991) advocated that 

according to the Malay polite system, things are not said directly. He explained that 

this might be the reason why Malays have pembayang maksud , a foreshadow, in 

Malay pantun (verses) before expressing the real message. For example we have the 

following pantun (verse): 

Buah cempedak di luar pagar ( A jackfruit is outside the fence), 

Ambil galah tolong jolokkan ( Take a bamboo pole to pluck it off), 

Kami budak baru belajar ( We are kids in the process of learning), 

Salah dan silap harap tunjukkan ( Please pinpoint any mistakes we make). 

 

The foreshadow of the pantun is the first two lines which talks about getting help 

plucking a jackfruit from a tree. The main message is in the final two lines where the 

person is asking guidance from another knowledgeable person to identify his 

mistakes in the process of learning.  In this pantun the person is also using the word 

budak (kid) to signify his naivety and in the process of learning. The Malay society 

believes in speaking courteously and to be subtle in communication, the pantun 

really signifies the subtleness of communicating.  

 

Jeannot and Khairul Anuar (2012) argued that Malays prefer not to be direct in their 

communication because of the consequences of saying the wrong thing. They 

claimed that the following two Malay sayings explain this point, the first one is 

betapa tajam pisau parang, tajam lagi mulut manusia (the knife is sharp, but not as 

sharp as the human words) and terlajak perahu boleh diundur, terlajak kata , badan 

binasa ( If you missed the port, you can reverse the sampan, but if you say the wrong 
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things, you cannot retract and  will receive the consequences). Both sayings stress 

the negative consequences of articulating the wrong thing, thus, according to Jeannot 

and Khairul Anuar (2012) the Malays are very cautious with words especially talking 

to people from a higher position in the hierarchical structure. It is important not to 

offend other people or to disturb the communal harmonious relationships. Khairul et 

al. (2000) also discussed similar points where he stated that the Malays are 

concerned with the coherence of words and actions with social and religious norms. 

They argued that for this reason, Malays prefer to think before speaking so as not to 

hurt people. Malays are also quite reserved in expressing opposing views. In 

addition, in the polite system of the Malays, Romlah (2012) argued that speaking in 

a direct way is considered rude, and indirect way of communication is viewed as a 

polite and refined action.  

 

Malaysians also prefer to use indirect methods of communication in expressing 

refusal. Kuang (2009) investigated Malaysians strategies in expressing refusals. He 

maintained that, generally, it is difficult for Malaysians to express refusal to requests 

that come from family members, colleagues, friends, employers and people with 

authority. He linked this point to the Malaysian cultural practices such as avoiding 

confrontations and maintaining communal harmonious relationships. His study 

shows that Malaysians prefer to employ indirect strategies in expressing refusal to 

maintain the face value of the hearer, to avoid unforeseen misunderstanding and 

miscommunications. Among the indirect strategies used by Malaysian highlighted 

by Kuang (2009) are sarcasm, hedging with reasons, using fillers, avoiding the 

answer, turning negative into positive, showing ignorance and questions with 

questions. 
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Personal reflections 

Malaysian learners are often cautious in expressing disagreement or confrontations 

due to the concept of face value or jaga hati. According to Badly Esham and Faizah 

(2010), in Malaysia, the concept “jaga hati” (not to induce the bad feeling onto 

others) (p. 255) determines the cultural dimension in the classroom. Teachers are 

highly respected and students definitely would like to maintain their teachers’ face 

value by not conflicting on what the teachers has mentioned or discussed in their 

teaching and learning process. Asma (2009) explains that Malaysians are often 

reluctant to make others feel embarrassed or humiliated in public.  This is why, I 

think that Malaysian students prefer to listen and obey their teachers rather than 

conflicting or questioning their teacher’s words. These instances show that 

maintaining dignity or face value is really a relevant concept in Malaysia’s socio-

cultural learning context.  

 

It seems that Malaysian learners are quiet in the learning process as well as not 

trained directly in terms of being critical in the teaching and learning process, but it 

is unfair to say in certainty that they are restricted in terms of the ability to think 

critically. Malaysian learners can still be engaged in high level thinking lessons; 

however they would be more cautious in terms of giving out open comments in the 

classroom during the process of teaching itself, as this act is sometimes considered as 

a mark of being disrespectful towards the teachers. This point is highlighted by Fung 

(2010) where she mentioned that Malaysian learners are reflective learners; however 

they prefer to ask questions after the class in order not to offend the teacher, a person 

of authority and source of knowledge in the classroom. It appears that Malaysian 
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students prefer to remain non confrontational during the learning process; in most 

learning circumstances they remain quiet but reflective.  It seems that learners do not 

take what their teachers say in the classroom blindly or without reflecting on the 

information, nevertheless due to cultural practices such as confrontation is a sign of 

disrespect; students mostly prefer to discuss the issue with teachers after the class 

(Fariza & Isma Rosila, 2012; Fung, 2010).    

 

 

In short, the Malay culture is highly influenced by Islamic teachings and the concept 

of budi. Due to these influences, the Malays emphasize courteous and virtuous 

behaviour and language of the people. In the social hierarchy of the Malay 

community, parents, elders and people of authority are placed at the top of the social 

rank. The power and superiority of these people are acknowledged and respected. 

Respect is translated into using the correct title and rank in the communication 

process. The Malays also treasure harmonious relationships between community 

members and prefer avoiding confrontations. All these characteristics also influence 

the structure of Malaysian classrooms as well as the ways that classrooms function. 

Teachers are highly respected and students materialize respect through displays of 

obedience. Teacher-students relationships are more formal and distanced. 

Furthermore, students prefer to be quite during the process of learning and avoid 

from expressing opposing views to the teacher. 
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Personal reflections on Malaysian examination-based learning culture 

A significant characteristic in Malaysian learning is that the ability of a student is 

usually measured through their performance in the examination. As a result of this 

view, pedagogical implementations in most Malaysian learning setting are usually 

based on examination success (Fung, 2010; Hwang & Mohamed Amin, 2007; 

Nadzrah, 2005; Tang & Abdul Ghani Kanesan Abdullah, 2007). 

Due to the emphasis of examination success, most teachers prefer to plan classroom 

lessons with the objective of preparing the students for examinations, and put strong 

emphasis on completing the syllabus. Nadzrah (2005) through her study of using 

computers in English language teaching in Malaysian classrooms noted that teachers 

prioritised the examination success in determining the direction of their teaching and 

learning practices and that emphasis became a challenge to use computers in the 

classroom. She argued that in her interviews, the teachers stressed the importance of 

completing the syllabus. They stated that they preferred to follow the syllabus 

closely before the beginning of examination period. Nadzrah argued that the pressure 

of covering the curriculum and emphasis on examinations inhibited teachers from 

being adventurous and use computers in the classroom learning.  

 

A similar point was also highlighted by Pandian and Balraj (2010) in their project of 

introducing Learning-by-Design approach in science lessons in several Malaysian 

schools. They argued that one of the challenges of introducing multiliteracies 

approach in Malaysian learning contexts was that some teachers preferred to 

complete the syllabus and prepare students for examinations. Some of the teachers 

viewed that the emphasis was impeding them to employ creative teaching 

approaches. Hwang and Muhamad Amin (2007) in their study of approaches by 
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Malaysian teachers in teaching a literature component in their English as a Second 

Language (ESL) classroom also indicated that some participants had deep 

consideration of the syllabus and examination in determining the questions and even 

approaches used in the classroom. As a result of these emphases, teachers prefer to 

prepare the students with information and knowledge relevant to passing the 

examination.  

 

Nadzrah (2005) also pointed out that this pattern of classroom practice is mostly due 

to the academic goal of the school itself, which is achieving excellence in the 

examination. Teachers are sometimes worried that the students could not perform 

well (Nadzrah, 2005) and that would be the indicator of their own ability in teaching. 

In most cases, teaching always mimics the tasks in the examination convention, for 

example students are trained to write essays in a specific time frame and answer 

comprehension questions (Hwang & Muhammad Amin, 2007).  

 

 

 

 

PART C: 

ACTION RESEARCH  

This study used a qualitative approach as it could provide an in-depth perspective 

regarding ones’ life experiences that cannot be measured through quantitative 

approaches (Curry, Nembhard & Bradley,2009). Specifically, this study will employ 

participatory action research which is founded in the development of the action 
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research movement, which began with the work of Kurt Lewin in the 1930s 

(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; McTaggart, 1997). Even though most academics 

noted that the action research movement is rooted in Lewin’s work, many other 

scholars could be acknowledged for the development of action research (Reason & 

Bradbury, 2006). Action research has emerged over time and practiced by different 

practitioners and researchers, and it is quite impossible to pin point a single person or 

organisation for the ownership of action research (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood, & 

Maguire, 2003; Reason & Bradbury, 2006). 

 

After decades of evolution, the ideas of action research have evolved from a 

straightforward definition of ‘‘proceeding in a spiral of steps, each of which is 

composed of planning, acting, observing, and evaluating the result of the action” 

(McTaggart, 1997, p. 27) to a more complex definition. According to Reason and 

Bradbury (2006, 2008), in recent years, action research has been used more widely 

and now it is more often described as a participatory and democratic process 

concerned with developing practical knowledge in the process of thriving human 

purposes and their communities. Reason and Bradbury (2006) argued that action 

research field is diverse in terms of its theoretical concepts and real life practice.   

For this reason, they had established a diagram that explains the shared 

characteristics of the current action research movements. They suggested that among 

the emergent developmental form of action research were practical issues, 

participation and democracy, knowledge-in-action and human flourishing.  

 

Action research is always associated with practical issues (Wimpenny, 2010). This is 

because the main aim of any action research is to provide practical outcomes that are 
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beneficial for the community being researched. It is grounded in everyday issues and 

people’s experiences in that community. Action research is also participatory in 

nature. It is not about a solitary journey of a single expert or researcher; it is also 

about the people in the community where the research takes place (Armstrong & 

Moore, 2004).  In the research process, researchers often interact and become 

involve with the stake holders in the community, in which local knowledge and 

expert knowledge are combined to better understand the situation (Brydon-Miller et 

al., 2003). This collaborative relationship also brings the use of theories and practical 

knowledge to contribute to the flourishing of the community itself (Reason & 

Bradbury, 2006). In most instances, action researchers work collaboratively to 

provide practical solutions to improve issues and problems in their own community.  

In addition, action research is not only about creating “new practical knowledge but 

also about new abilities to create knowledge” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006, p.2). 

 

 

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

The origins of the movement of participatory action research began in 1970s, where 

it could be discussed at theoretical point and political or practical contexts (Swantz, 

2008; Wimpenny, 2010). From the theoretical point, Fals Borda (2006) described 

that the movement of participatory action research began when most social 

researchers including himself were searching and experimenting with new ways of 

researching the social fields apart from the conventional research methods that 

dominated the research faculty in those days (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009). 

After a few significant research projects, a new conceptual element was identified to 

be the core for many research works, which was action and participation. Most 
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scholars, at this point, discovered that “scholarly arrogance” (Fals Borda, 2006, p. 

31) was no longer relevant in learning people’s life experiences. Instead, in social 

research, it was pertinent to have emphatic attitudes towards ordinary people in the 

community (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009; Swantz, 2008).  

 

Through political and practical contexts, the movement of participatory action 

research was associated with the critique of the mainstream social sciences and some 

revolutionary movements (Fals Borda, 2006; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Swantz, 

2008). Participatory action research was associated with the liberation theology and 

neo-Marxist influences and some human rights activism (Kemmis & McTaggart, 

2005). At the first World Symposium of Action Research at Cartagena, Columbia, 

participatory action research research was first discussed professionally by scholars 

and became a major reference for participatory action research movement. But, the 

symposium was not the starting point of the flourishing of participatory action 

research movement globally (Fals Borda, 2006; Swantz, 2008). Participatory action 

research was also developed by many other scholars around the world including in 

United States, India and Tanzania (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009). 

 

Even though participatory action research was inspired from the intention of 

liberating people from injustice in social and political situations, participatory action 

research has now grown rapidly in many branches of social sciences such as 

healthcare, education, business, and social care. Due to its rapid development 

participatory action research now exists in many forms.  In most of these practices, 

the main characteristics of participatory action research are the critical cycles of 

action and reflection as well as the participation aspect. To better explain the nature 
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of participatory action research, Kemmis McTaggart (2005, pp. 566-568) added 

seven key characteristics of participatory action research. They are: 

1. Participatory action research is a social practice. It explores the relationship 

between individuals and the social surrounding around them. This is because 

participatory action research investigates issues that are relevant to the people 

in their own social setting. 

2. Participatory action research is participatory. Experts’ knowledge, which was 

very important in traditional research, is not pre dominant in participatory 

action research. In contrast, participatory action research engages people in 

the community being studied to be involved in the research project as co-

researchers. As co-researchers, all members in the research group share 

similar objectives and work towards a common consensus. In participatory 

action research, privileged experts and local experts (Wimpenny, 2010) work 

collaboratively in examining their own set of knowledge in their own 

community setting.  

 

3. Participatory action research is practical and collaborative. It is practical 

because it involves people to examine issues pertinent to their own social 

practice in their own social setting. The first step towards conducting a 

participatory action research study is the analysis of the issues that the 

researchers are facing in their community. In this process, participatory 

action research links people from every level in the social structure to 

collaboratively solve issues and problems in their community. 
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4. Participatory action research is emancipatory. Participatory action research is 

not limited to describing and understanding ontological knowledge like most 

researches. It is more democratizing and aims to liberate people from social 

injustice and oppression. Specifically, it aims to help people to “recover, 

release themselves from the constraints of irrational, unproductive, unjust and 

unsatisfying social structures that limit their self- development and self-

determination” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005, p. 567). 

 

5. Participatory action research is critical. It provides a platform for people to 

consciously improve and liberate themselves from unfair and unproductive 

social and political practice (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005) through a critical 

research design (Hawkins, 2010). This research design that consists of the 

overlapping of planning, action, observation, and reflection process and 

participation from all stakeholders in the community allows researchers to 

continually examine their practices and encourage non-discriminatory 

practice.  

 

6. Participatory action research is reflexive (e.g., recursive, dialectical). It 

provides a platform for researchers to change and transform their own 

practices through a dialectical process where researchers have to go through a 

series of planning, action, observation and reflection process. To maintain the 

trustworthiness of the data, this process of planning, action, observation and 

reflection should be done in several cycles. In addition, Kemmis and 

McTaggart (2005) stated that participatory action research is not just about 
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changing people’ social practice but also about changing people’s  world in 

order to learn more about their own practice.  

 

7. Participatory action research aims to transform both theory and practice. 

Participatory action research does not consider the dominance of theory over 

practice or practice over theory. Instead, participatory action research aims to 

highlight the interdependence of both theory and practice. In the course of 

examining the issues pertinent to the community, researchers refer to 

available theories and at the same time use available theories to understand 

and confront the issues in local contexts. As the end product, participatory 

action research transform the theories and practices of both researchers and 

other people whose theories and perspectives help to shape the understanding 

of a specific setting (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). 

 

Issue of power distance in participatory action research 

Scholars in participatory action research (Brydon-Miller, 2009; Fals Borda, 2006; 

Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998; McTaggart, 1997; 

Swantz, 2008; Wimpenny, 2010) suggest that participatory action research engages 

all members of the community in democratic ways by working collaboratively in 

studying their own social practice. Participatory action research stresses the 

egalitarian relationship between the researcher and the researched, where participants 

are invited to be the co-researchers together with the researcher as facilitator (Grant 

et al., 2008; Heron & Reason, 2006; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Moore, 2004; 

Swantz, 2008). When talking about democratizing research participants, the issue of 
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power distance comes to mind, where the ideal of participatory action research 

encourages equal status among all research participants. 

 

Power distance was used by Hofstede (2001) as one of the cultural dimensions in 

describing national culture. According to the Hofstede Centre (2013), power distance 

is: 

This dimension expresses the degree to which the less powerful members of a 

society accept and expect that power is distributed unequally. The 

fundamental issue here is how a society handles inequalities among people. 

People in societies exhibiting a large degree of power distance accept a 

hierarchical order in which everybody has a place and which needs no further 

justification. In societies with low power distance, people strive to equalise 

the distribution of power and demand justification for inequalities of power 

(online). 

Power distance highlights the differences of status of individuals within a societal 

structure and determines the social hierarchy. Basset (2004) described power 

distance as a way in which power is distributed within individuals in certain cultures. 

He asserted that certain cultures recognize a higher degree of unequal power status 

as compared to other cultures. A similar point was also mentioned by Mooij and 

Hofstede (2011) who described power distance as “as the extent to which less 

powerful members of a society accept and expect that power is distributed 

unequally” (p. 182). They asserted that in certain societies, one’s social status must 

be clear so that others can demonstrate a sense of respect.  



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

78 

 

Even though the ideals of participatory action research advocate egalitarian 

relationships among research participants, some studies on participatory action 

research discuss the question of power distance in participatory action research. 

Baum, MacDougal, and Smith (2006) argued that in participatory action research the 

researched become researchers and cease to be the objects of research and become 

partners in the study. Chowns (2008) explored the elements of status differences in 

her participatory action research project of investigating issues faced by children 

facing the life threatening illness of parents. The project was conducted with nine 

children who were facing the serious illness and possible death of parents. Chowns 

asserted that adults hold considerable amount of power over children. She described 

children as less powerful people because children are often associated with 

vulnerability thus given less status as compared to adults. At the initial stage of her 

study, Chowns noted that, even though taking the role of co-researchers, the children 

were mostly conforming. For instance, the children carried out actions which they 

thought matched with what the researcher wanted. In some cases, the students ask 

for permission such as “Can we ask the others some questions?”(p. 569). 

 

One of the main issues of power differences in participatory action research project 

was the issue of total collaborative effort among the research participants.  Ospina, 

Dodge, Foldy, and Hofman-Pinilla (2008) reported their participatory action research 

experience in their effort in introducing participation as a key feature of a large-

scale, multi year, United States-based research. In their paper, they discussed the 

ways collaborative research process addressed the issues of control, action and voice. 

Ospina et al. argued that a small amount of control was present in the beginning of 

the research project, where as initiators of the research project, they set “general 
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parameters of the research activities before the participants arrived” (p. 425). They 

asserted that due to the requirements of the foundation that commissioned the 

research project, they had to take control on certain aspects thus reminding them 

constantly about the question of true collaboration as suggested by participatory 

action research paradigm.  Frisby, Reid, Millar, and Hoeber (2005) also discussed 

the element of power distance in their participatory action research. They conducted 

participatory action research with a community-based organization called Women 

Organizing Activities for Women (WOAW) which involved participation of women 

of low income, community partners and a research team. As researchers and 

initiators of the research project, they were the gate keepers of the budget from the 

funder and sometimes their role as gatekeeper caused tension among other 

participants especially in terms of using the allocation for something that is not 

classified as research expenses by the funder of the research project. They asserted 

that their role as gate keepers was a constant reminder about the privilege of people 

with power. 

 

Is there any evidence of equal status in participatory action research? Chowns (2008) 

argued that in her research project, the status differences between the facilitator and 

co-researchers was an oscillation, where power shifted from facilitators to co-

researchers. Sometimes the children shifted the balance of power to the adults and 

she mentioned that in certain times, the facilitators had to exercise their “legitimate 

power as adults” (p. 570) to control the structure of their discussion session so that 

the children were freed to focus on content. Equal status among all research 

participants was also questionable in Atweh’s (2003) participatory action research 

project, where he asserted that at certain times the university lecturers assisted the 
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students to write the research report to ensure the credibility of these reports.  The 

university researchers viewed the practice as an apprenticeship for the students to 

develop research skills instead of partners in research. However, one student felt that 

they were used as experiment objects to test the validity of the action research 

process.  

 

This brings us back to the original question, whether participatory action research 

could truly be collaborative and democratising? Frisby et al. (2005) argued that 

despite the ideals of participatory action research that recommends all research 

process to be undertaken with all co-researchers, they as facilitators conducted 

certain aspects of the research process such as writing the interview questions, 

conducting interview and writing final reports and manuscripts. They argued that this 

was necessary because they had the specialized knowledge and the accountability to 

conduct the mentioned research process. Furthermore, Frisby et al. raised the issue 

that in certain times research participants expected them to take more active 

leadership role as they were the initiator, conducted the initial workshop and 

obtained the research grant. They argued that they were able to encourage 

participation and collaborative effort; however, it was impossible to level status 

differences between middle class researchers, community partners and women of 

low income. Frisby et al noted that:  

We spent a significant amount of time reflecting on the power dynamics and 

determined that power needs to be constantly negotiated and managed despite 

good intentions, deliberate group processes, and ongoing reflection. For 

instance, each phase of the project was rife with power issues—determining 

the focus and research questions, developing democratic and trusting 
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relationships, collecting and analyzing the data, and communicating the 

results for action (p. 381) 

 

 

Issues of empowerment and social transformations in participatory action 

research 

Empowerment is also a significant topic of discussion in research on participatory 

action research; it is difficult to pinpoint the exact definition of empowerment 

(Hipilito-Delgado & Courtland, 2007; Kasmel, 2011). Aral (1997) described 

empowerment as a change of capacity to control, or an increase of power and the 

ability to use it.  Empowerment relates to the concept of the ability of people to 

understand and control over personal, economic and political forces in order to take 

action to improve their life situations (Israel, Chekoway, Schulz, & Zimmerman, 

1994). Gutierrez (1995) defined empowerment as “the process of increasing 

personal, interpersonal, or political power so that individuals, families, and 

communities can take action to improve situations” (p. 229). According to Hipilito-

Delgado and Courtland (2007), the main aim of empowerment theory is the 

liberation of marginalised people and communities. Based on the definitions, being 

empowered is about having the understanding and control to change the present 

situation. It is a process where individuals take charge and act to improve their 

situations. Baum et al. (2006) argued that that participatory action research 

challenges the concept of knowledge control established through mainstream 

research. So, when people are involved in a participatory action research, they seek 

control through researching, thus establishing themselves as powerful agents.  
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In negotiating the issue of power distance in participatory action research, some 

research also shows that participatory action research did provide opportunities for 

empowering the research participants. Chowns (2008) suggested that even though 

the balance of power oscillated among her participants, in the end, through 

collaborative effort, the children were empowered in terms of knowledge about what 

they were facing and her study shows that children are more capable and articulate 

than adults think. She argued that through the collaborative effort of participatory 

action research, the children were empowered as the research inquiry put the 

children as “knowers, actors, and equals” (p. 568) and as an adult, Chown 

“endeavoured to assert this in word and action” (p. 568). Ospina et al. (2008), upon 

reflecting on their participatory action research, argued that the control of the 

direction of the research process was eventually shared among the co-researchers; 

however, it involved a “lot of negotiation over who would do what, who would take 

ownership over what” (p. 425). They concluded that in their study the power 

dynamics were contested but the research participants were empowered through the 

negotiations of the research process.   

 

It appears that participatory action research provides an outlet for people who were 

traditionally marginalised by the mainstream research to be empowered to change 

their own social practice. Atweh’s (2003) The Students Action Research for 

University Access (SARUA)  project aimed to increase the participation of youth 

from targeted disadvantaged groups such as the Aboriginal students, Torres Strait 

Islanders students, women in traditional and post-graduates courses, students from 

certain non-English background as well as low income students in higher education. 

He began the research project with the notion of empowering students, who 
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according to him have been exposed to research activities that are not genuine and do 

not engage the students in the decision-making or problem solving of real life 

problems.  In addition, he advocated that students as stakeholders in the educational 

planning have often been left behind and through participatory action research these 

students were able to conduct research on themselves rather than be a subject or 

object of research. The project was conducted for eight years with the participation 

of university lecturers, school teachers and under-represented students. Atweh 

(2003) particularly highlighted that the students were empowered as they engaged in 

the research process. He said that the students demonstrated considerable research 

sense and critical appreciation of the research process. The students also gained 

knowledge and understanding of the university system through research activities 

conducted in the university and some students were empowered by the knowledge 

that they were considering studying in a university themselves. From the findings of 

this study we can see that participatory action research is an effective tool to generate 

empowerment among marginalised parties. It is achieved through active participation 

in research activities that helped people to gain further knowledge about their own 

social practice. Furthermore, participatory action research also provides a platform 

for developing practical ways to solve the issues.  

 

What is intriguing about participatory action research is that it is not only restricted 

to the empowerment of marginalised groups, but it is also a suitable tool to improve 

any situation that requires practical solution. James (2006) talked about participatory 

action research as a tool for teachers’ professional development in her Colorado 

Educators Using Participatory Action Research to Study Homeless and High 

Mobility Students (COPAR). COPAR involved eight school administrators, eight 
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teachers and one homeless shelter education provider. COPAR aimed to investigate 

the areas of educational disadvantage such as homeless children and high mobility 

students.  James asserted that, at the initial stage, some of the participants felt 

frustrated due to the high-commitment needed by the research project and the 

complexity of action research concepts. However, as the research progressed, some 

of the participants demonstrated engagement with the research process through 

having more understanding of the issue and felt empowered to change the existing 

social practice. One co-researcher, a small town teacher, claimed that COPAR 

empowered him to investigate the issue further in practical ways that he thought he 

would never done before.  He stated that 

I never talked to the lunch lady before, until I needed to figure out why one 

of my homeless students wasn’t eating breakfast. I never talked to the 

homeless liaison before, until I needed to figure out why the bus wasn’t 

getting a student to school on time (p. 531). 

 

It seems that participatory action research has emancipatory and transformative 

characteristics (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009; Cahill, 2007; Langhout & Thomas, 

2010) because action is part of the inquiry process. Participatory action research 

process involves research groups in a dialectical process of planning, action, 

observation and reflection (Grant et al., 2008; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). James 

(2006) stated that participatory action research was emancipatory because three of 

the 2003-2004 COPAR research group members were motivated enough to 

participate in another round of COPAR in 2005-06. Fazio and Melville (2008) 

initiated a participatory action research with the objective of improving teachers’ 

professional development through investigating the issue of implementing two 
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government-mandated curriculums, which were students’ engagement and expertise 

in scientific inquiry and development of reasonable conception of the philosophical 

and the nature of science in the teaching and learning of science in Canada. The 

study was conducted with four science teachers and one researcher. Through the 

action research design, the research team successfully explored its own conception 

about the government-mandated categories in the learning of science. Fazio and 

Mellville stated that one of the outcomes expected from the project was modified 

curriculum practices that suit the two government-mandated categories. They 

asserted that by the end of the research project, the teachers “developed their own 

curricular practices suitable to their local school context” (p. 200).  

 

Another study that reflected the emancipatory and transformative characteristic of 

participatory action research was reported by Swantz et al. (2006). The article 

reported the learning from Participatory Research to Explore Women’s Potential for 

Credit: a case study of Muungano Women’s Group in Ruangwa Tanzania. The study 

began with the notion of enabling women in the rural areas to make exploration of 

“potential opportunities and constraints to take the decision themselves whether or 

not to apply for credit for carrying out economic activities” (p. 288). According to 

the standard practice, the application for credit is usually made on behalf of the 

women where a government official will write up a project proposal and make 

decisions for the women. The study mapped out the research process of these women 

from deciding on producing bricks to generate income to analysing their needs to 

improve the brick-making activity.  Through the research process the women 

decided to take a loan from a bank. The women’s leader stated that  the women now 

had the knowledge on the cost of buying tools and had plans how to repay the loan, 
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knowledge that they did not have before engaging in the participatory action 

research. It seemed that the women successfully transformed their own social 

practice. They were no longer waiting for things to be done for them but now 

managed to assess their own needs and plan for action.  

 

In conclusion, participatory action research is a branch of action research with the 

emphasis on participation by members from all levels of a community, as equals to 

investigate practical issues in their own community by providing practical solutions. 

Studies on participatory action research showed that there were considerable issues 

on power distance among participants of research. Studies also showed that 

participatory action research became the catalyst for empowerment and social 

transformations.  

 

 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Due to the close relationship between reflection and action in participatory action 

research, this section will explain the underlying theories of reflective practice.  

 

The basic meaning of reflection or reflective practice is looking back and thinking 

about our practices and how to improve it. However, a reflective practice is more of 

looking back at practices and Hendricks (2009) stated that reflection is more than 

thinking. Dewey (1933, 1938) defined reflection as “active, persistent and careful 

consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the 

grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends” (Jay & 

Johnson, 2002, p. 9). In his work, Dewey made a distinction between routine action 
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and reflective action.  The former includes actions such as habits and traditional 

practices where they have not been considered actively and the latter includes actions 

that are carefully considered and justified (Paige-Smith & Craft, 2011). Dewey 

believed that if teachers are not involved in a reflective practice, teachers might be 

basing their teaching on uninformed and outdated thinking.   Another prominent 

theorist for reflection was David Schon (1983, 1987), where he theorised reflection 

for professional practitioners.  York-Barr, Sommers, Ghere, and Montie (2006) 

reported that Schon emphasized practitioner-generated, intuitive knowledge derived 

from experiences. In short, reflections involve practitioners in scholarly activities 

such as thinking and analysing their practices through diverse perspectives and 

different levels of reflection processes with the aim of improving and enhancing their 

existing professional practices.  

 

 

Process of reflective practice 

What are considered important in conducting reflective practice? Many scholars 

(e.g.,Butke, 2006; Etscheidt, Curran, & Sawyer, 2012; Jay & Johnson, 2002; 

Macfarlane, Noble, Kilderry, & Nolan, 2006; Smyth, 1992; Ward & McCotter, 2004; 

York-Barr et al., 2006) have designed specific models and frameworks to assist 

reflective practitioners in conducting effective reflections. Schon’s (1983, 1987) 

works have been influential in the field of reflective practice when he described two 

types of the process of reflection: reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. 

Reflection-in-action refers to the present tense and is undertaken by reflective 

practitioner during practice to develop awareness of decisions made during practice 

(Etscheidt et al., 2012). Reflection-on-action refers to reflections that are made after 
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the practice has completed where the reflective practitioner analyses the practice as a 

whole and developed interpretive critique of the experience (Etscheidt et al., 2012).  

 

Killion and Todnem (1991) expanded  Schon‘s process of reflection to include the 

concept of reflection-for-action which explained reflection process  that occurs as a 

result of reflecting in and on action; a way of guiding future actions based on past 

judgments and practices (Hendricks, 2009; York-Barr et al. 2006). Butke (2006) also 

expanded Schon’s reflection types by adding reflection-fore-action that signifies the 

step taken after conducting reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action steps. Butke 

stated that “Reflection-fore-action incorporates all possibilities of reflection that 

transpire before a teaching episode occurs” (p. 64). 

 

It appears that before the reflection takes place, reflective practitioners need to 

engage in a space to address personal, contextual and professional factors. York-Barr 

et al. (2006) in her Theory of Action for Reflective Practice indicated that the first 

step of reflective requires a pause. It can be intentional and it can happen 

unexpectedly in the process of dealing with conflicts. A pause is a space in which 

“presence and openness can emerge” (p. 9). At this stage, York-Barr et al. described 

that this space is a precursor to “conscious deliberative thought, response and 

action”. Stanley (2012) proposed a framework for teacher reflectivity that consists of 

six reflective processes.  Stanley noted that the first step of reflective practice is the 

teachers’ own engagement with the practice itself by analysing their own personal, 

professional and contextual factors that could impact the reflection process. Once 

teachers are engaged with reflection, teachers could think reflectively.  
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Jay and Johnson (2002) in their typology of reflective practice indicated that the first 

step was a descriptive reflection where reflective practitioner set the problem, 

meaning identifying “what will become the matter of reflection” (p. 77). Smyth 

(1992) also described that the first step of reflective practice was to describe the 

existing practices with the practitioners’ own words. This, according to him provides 

practitioners with tangible proof as a preamble to problematizing their practices.  It 

seems that preceding a reflective practice, reflective practitioners require a 

momentary space to really analyse their present situations including personal, 

contextual and professional factors that would provide them with initial 

understanding of what they were facing to further enhance the reflective process 

afterwards. Etscheidt et al. (2012) in his multilevel model to promote reflection in 

teacher preparation began with technical level stage where critique of lesson 

development and delivery is carried out. They focussed on addressing professional 

factors by suggesting practitioners produce a product orientation that represented 

their knowledge and skills to enhance students’ development. 

 

It is also important in reflective practice to have the ability to confront and think 

about significant aspects that are embedded in practice. Macfarlane et al. (2006) in 

their four-step model of developing critical reflection asserted that a reflective 

practitioner should confront issues in their practice by asking questions related to 

their practice and comparing them with the practices of others. In Smyth’s (1992) 

reflection model, he described confronting as the stage that comes after informing. 

He asserted that the informing stage is a precursor to confronting where practitioners 

describe their teachings and create explanatory principles about the practices. At the 

confronting stage, Smyth argued that practitioners interrogate the legitimacy of the 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

90 

 

theories formed at the informing stage through asking questions about theoretical 

assumptions that underlie the practices.  This step is related to Stanley’s (2012) 

second step in his framework for teacher reflectivity where practitioners think 

reflectively, beyond thinking back on a classroom situation and describing what 

happened and how the teachers felt about it. It is thinking about the practice and 

asking relevant questions in order to get better understanding of the situation, and 

relating the situation to a bigger picture. York-Barr et al. (2006) indicated that the 

questioning and confronting of the researcher’s own practices should be followed 

with thinking. They defined thinking as “the active, deliberate, and conscious 

processing of thoughts for examining goals, beliefs and practices” (p.10). Etscheidt 

et al. (2012) suggested similar approach to reflection through his deliberative 

reflection stage. At this stage, practitioners are encouraged to think about their 

practices and consider how their personal values affect their professional practice.  

 

Some studies also highlighted the importance of theorising aspects of practice and 

analysing the aspects from multiple perspectives. Macfarlane et al. (2006) advocated 

that confronting and thinking about one’s own practice was linked to the ability to 

theorise. They further asserted that the link between theory and practice is essential 

and all reflective practice “must be underpinned by a solid understanding of theory” 

(p.18). At this stage practitioners analysed significant aspects of their practice and 

formulated or generalized the issue to other similar situations. It was also important 

to consider other perspectives towards the practice as Macfarlane et al. (2006) 

argued that in the thinking otherwise step, it is important to think about the practice 

in multiple perspectives because one single practice might have multiple 

interpretations and meanings. This notion was also supported by Jay and Johnson 
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(2002) when his reflective steps included comparative stage, where practitioners 

analysed their practices using alternative views, perspectives and research. They 

asserted that through this, practitioners would gain new insights on their practice. 

Etscheidt et al. (2012) discussed similar points where in his final step of reflection, a 

critical reflection stage, where practitioners examine the moral and ethical 

dimensions of their practices and the conflict between personal values and universal 

limitations.  

 

Another step that is significant in reflective practice is taking action. York-Barr et al. 

(2006) argued that reflective practice will only lead to improvement if it is followed 

by better understandings and action. Butke (2006) emphasize the importance of 

action after reflection when she extended Schon’s types of reflections with the 

reflection-fore-action. According to her, reflection-fore-action is a stage that 

occurred after reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action where certain 

understandings have been reached and would impact on the following teaching 

episode.  Through her Cyclical Model of Reflection, she argued that reflections take 

place before, during or after a teaching episode.  Jay and Johnson (2002) also talked 

about taking action in their critical reflection stage where, after considering a 

problem from multiple perspectives, practitioners make judgement or a choice 

among actions or simply integrate the results of their reflections into a new and 

better understanding of the problem.  

 

In short, based on literatures, it seems that in the process of conducting a reflection 

focussed on the following areas:  

1. Space to address personal, contextual and professional issue 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

92 

 

2. Opportunity to confront and think about aspects of practice 

3. Occasion of theorising and analysing aspects of practice from multiple 

perspectives  

4. Opportunity to implement action based on the findings of critical reflection. 

 

 

THEORETICAL DIAGRAM OF THE STUDY 

To ease the understanding of the readers of this dissertation, the following Figure 2.1 

explains the theoretical foundations that influenced the current research project. 

Figure 2.1 shows that the overlapping of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978), 

The New London Group’s multiliteracies concept (1998, 2000) and participatory 

action research (Kemmis & McTaggart) shaped the nature and design of the current 

study. Fom the sociocultural perspectives of learning (Vygotsky, 1978), the current 

study investigated how a multiliteracies approach (The New London Group, 1998, 

2000) was negotiated in a classroom in a Malaysian university. The investigation 

was conducted through a participatory action research methodology (Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 2005).  
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Figure 2.1: The theoretical foundations of the research project 

 

SUMMARY OF THIS CHAPTER 

This chapter explained the literature and theoretical foundations of the current study. 

Part A discussed socio-cultural theory, multiliteracies and learning of the 21
st
 century 

as the theoretical framework that shaped the study. Part B discussed the socio-

cultural background of the research participants that informed the outcomes of the 

study. Part C discussed the underlying theories that informed the methodology of the 

study which were participatory action research and reflective practice. The chapter 

concluded with a diagrammatic explanation of the theoretical foundations of the 

current research project. 
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Chapter 3 will outline the methodology of the current study by explaining the site of 

research, participants, design of the study, data collection methods, data analysis 

methods and ethics of the study. 
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CHAPTER 3  

METHODOLOGY 

In Chapter 2, I have explained the literature and theoretical concepts that framed this 

study. Chapter 3 will explain the methodology used to collect and analyse data at the 

two layers of this research project which were the Multiliteracies Project and the 

Participatory Action Research Project. This chapter will begin by explaining the 

context of the study which includes the description of the site and the participants of 

the current research. Following this an explanation will be given regarding design of 

the study, data collection and data analysis methods of both the Multiliteracies 

Project and the Participatory Action Research Project. Finally, this chapter outlines 

the ethical considerations of the study.  

 

 

CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

Site of research 

This study was conducted at Bakti Polytechnic (pseudonym). It is one of the many 

polytechnics in Malaysia and is situated in a state in Peninsular Malaysia. Since its 

establishment in 1990, Bakti Polytechnic has produced more than 20 000 graduates 

in engineering and commerce. Currently, it has more than 5000 students and 300 

academic and support staff. Bakti Polytechnic offers diploma courses in five main 

streams:  civil engineering, mechanical engineering, electrical engineering, 

commerce and secretarial science.  
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Before 2009, Bakti Polytechnics was under the management of the Malaysian 

Ministry of Education, who is also responsible for managing primary and secondary 

education institutions in Malaysia. The main aim of polytechnics at that time was 

focussed on producing semi-professionals for the Malaysian workforce by offering 

diploma programs. Under the same management of the Malaysian Ministry of 

Education, polytechnics and primary and secondary schools shared similar education 

systems. For example, all teaching staff were addressed as teachers and the main job 

specification was mostly related to teaching activities and students’ affairs. 

Teachers’ involvement in research activities was optional. Since priority was given 

to teaching activities, most teachers did not engage in research activities.  

 

In 2009, the management of all Malaysian polytechnics was put under the Malaysian 

Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) which was also responsible for the 

management of public universities in Malaysia. The Malaysian Ministry of Higher 

Education introduced a new policy which was known as Polytechnics’ 

Transformation Plan (Sahul Hamed, Mohd Amin, & Mohd Ali, 2010). The main 

vision of this transformation was to upgrade polytechnics to universities by the year 

2015. According to the Minister of Higher Education, Datuk Seri Mohamed Khaled 

Nordin, polytechnics are now aiming to be leading institutions in producing 

professionals for the Malaysian workforce in the 21
st
 century (Mohd Khuzairi, 25 

February 2010). As part of the process, three polytechnics were chosen to be premier 

polytechnics which would get the most monetary allocations to upgrade their 

facilities and human resource to realize their transformation. Teachers’ job 

requirements were also transformed. An official document (Civil Services 

Department of Malaysia, 2007) outlined that in conjunction of the transformation 
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policy of the polytechnics, all teaching positions were reclassified to lecturing 

positions.  The lecturers were required to be more involved in research activities in 

conjunction with their regular teaching duties. Research and academic publication 

activities have become important criteria for the lecturers’ professional development 

and annual appraisal (Civil Services Department of Malaysia, 2007). 

 

Conducting research and publishing academic papers has also become one of the 

main agendas in the Bakti Polytechnic academic setting, and this factor may have 

influenced the Director’s and the Head of the English Language Department’s 

decision in approving my application to conduct the current research project at their 

institution. Bakti Polytechnic was ready to realize the transformations as required by 

the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education’s Polytechnic’s Transformation Plan 

(Director of Bakti Polytechnic, personal communication, 5 August 2010). It was 

establishing a one-stop centre to coordinate and monitor research activities and 

entrepreneurship through a network and collaboration of researchers and outside 

agencies. In addition, Bakti Polytechnic was also in the process of improving its 

curriculum and teaching and learning practices through direct collaboration with 

researchers and people in the industry. My research project was seen as one of the 

initial steps for Bakti Polytechnic to be part of the Polytechnics’ Transformation 

Plan (personal communication with the Director of Bakti Polytechnic).  

 

Participants: Teachers as co- researchers 

The search for participants for the research project was not easy because the 

participants who agreed to join the research project withdrew just weeks before the 

research project was scheduled to start. The initial search began with a personal 
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telephone call to the English Language Department of Bakti Polytechnic. Based on 

the telephone communication, the Head of Department expressed her agreement to 

join the research project. The telephone communication was followed up with 

several email communications for a period of several months and the Head of 

Department of the English Language Department confirmed that she herself and 

another senior lecturer volunteered to join this research project. I saw this as a good 

start for the research project because, according to participatory action research 

philosophy, research is best to be carried out with people who are totally willing to 

be part of the research project as co-researchers (Heron & Reason, 2006).  

 

In my first face-to-face meeting with the Head of English Language Department, I 

explained the design and timeline of the current study in great detail. She found the 

nature of the research project very interesting; however, looking at the design and the 

timeline of the study, she informed me that the other senior lecturer and herself were 

too busy to give constant commitment. One of her concerns was that she feared that 

she would not have ample time to concentrate on the research project due to her 

administrative duties. 

 

To replace her, the Head of Department recommended two other lecturers to be 

involved in the research project (Research journal, 15 November 2010). They were 

Miss Siti and Miss Arfah (pseudonyms). Both were fresh graduates from a local 

university and had worked in Bakti Polytechnic for just two weeks at that time. Both 

had minimal teaching experiences, having only seven weeks of teaching experience 

that was part of the requirement of a practical course in their university studies. 
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Throughout the research project, the three of us worked as a team and will be 

referred to as the research team in this dissertation.  

 

It was quite inappropriate to classify Siti and Arfah’s participation in the research 

project as voluntary because their participation was as a result of the socio-cultural 

practices of the Malaysian setting. Siti and Arfah stated initially that they were 

willing to participate in the research project because they were interested with the 

aims and methodology used in the research project. However, at a later stage of this 

research project, when we had developed a closer relationship as a team, I learnt that 

their participation in the current research project was a result of a formal directive 

from the Head of the English Language Department (Arfah, personal 

communication, 2 February 2011). They informed me that, due to the active 

participation and high commitment required by the current study from the academic 

staff, it was quite difficult to find anyone who would voluntarily join the research 

project. The participation of Siti and Arfah was unfortunately a result of “persuasive 

coercion” (Heron & Reason, 2006, p. 151), which according to Heron and Reason 

could affect the values of the independence, collaboration and entirety of the project. 

However, I think this situation was an example of the influence of the socio-cultural 

practices of the Malaysian society such as hierarchical relationship between 

superiors and staff as well as between elders and young people (further detail was 

provided in Chapter 2). Siti  and Arfah’s roles were influenced by this element of 

persuasive coercion especially at the beginning of the research project where they 

played supportive roles and this point will be further elaborated in Chapter 6. 
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Participants: Students as active contributors 

Ideally, students, who are the stakeholders in the teaching and learning environment, 

should be invited to be co-researchers in this research project (Baldwin, 2006; Heron 

& Reason, 2006); however, after careful deliberation, the research team decided that 

the students were invited to be active participants rather than co-researchers in this 

research project. This consideration was based on two factors; students’ minimal 

experience with research and the examination-oriented learning culture. 

 

 All of the students were 17 years old and just graduated from secondary schools. 

They were in their first year of diploma programs and did not have any formal 

training on conducting research. Usually, students are trained to be involved in 

research activities during their final year of their university study.  Since the students 

did not have a formal training on conducting research, the research team were 

concerned that the students’ participation as co-researchers in the current study 

would have an undesirable impact on the students’ academic performances. 

Malaysian teaching and learning process were mostly based on examinations and 

excellence in examinations was highly regarded by the community, teachers and 

students (Chia, 2011; Fung, 2010; Hwang & Muhammad Amin, 2007; Nadzrah, 

2005; Tang & Abdul Ghani Kanesan, 2007). The research team was fully aware of 

the importance of academic excellence in the Malaysian society as we too had 

experienced the examination-based learning emphasis in our society. We fully 

understood the consequences of not excelling in examinations and agreed that any 

unwanted consequences pertaining to the students’ academic performances as a 

result of their participation in this research project were best avoided.  
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After deliberation with the research team, Arfah’s English as a Second Language 

(ESL) class in the Diploma of Civil Engineering was chosen to participate in this 

research project. The class ran for four hours a week, two hours on Monday 

afternoons and two hours on Wednesday mornings. The class in the beginning had 

30 students; however, halfway through the research project two students decided to 

change their course, and were transferred to another ESL class. The students were all 

in their first year of the diploma program with their ages ranging from 17 to 18 years 

old. At the first meeting with the students, a short briefing regarding the research 

project was given. All students agreed to be part of the research project and signed 

the consent forms. 

 

In order to get rich detailed data, a small number of students were invited to be the 

focus group (L. Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007; Creswell, 2005; King & 

Horrocks, 2010). After the general briefing for all students, the research team asked 

12 students to become members of the focus group. The selection process was 

conducted by Siti and Arfah while I was giving the general briefing regarding the 

research project to the whole class.  They chose the focus group members based on 

the idea of selecting students who were most likely to be willing to share their 

learning experiences with the research team.  It meant we were looking for students 

who appeared to be more assertive and less shy about expressing their opinions. The 

selection process was conducted within the first two hours of the first meeting 

between students and the research team and ultimately, the final selection criteria for 

the focus group was the students’ willingness to join the research project. All invited 

students were given a separate briefing about the roles and responsibilities of the 

focus group and all invited students expressed their willingness to be in the focus 
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group.  The focus group consisted of six female and six male students.  Individual 

students will be referred to as S1 through to S12 in the dissertation to ensure they 

remain anonymous. 

 

The researcher: Facilitator of participatory action research 

Facilitating a participatory action research project requires specific skills because it 

is an essential step in starting a participatory action research project (Baldwin, 2006; 

Cahill, 2007; Heron & Reason, 2006).  Heron and Reason (2006) explained that 

facilitators of participatory action research need to have “skills in three ways of 

empowering others; cognitive and methodological empowerment, political 

empowerment, and emotional and interpersonal empowerment” (p.151). As a result, 

Heron and Reason (2006, p. 151) outlined three important issues to be considered by 

researchers in facilitating a participatory action research: 

 the initiation of group members into the methodology of the inquiry so that 

they can make it their own; 

 the emergence of participative decision making and authentic collaboration 

so that the inquiry becomes truly cooperative; 

 the creation of climate in which emotional states can be identified, so that 

distress and tension aroused by the inquiry can be openly accepted and 

processed, and joy and delight in it and with each other can be freely 

expressed. 

 

I provided the research team with documents containing essential information 

regarding participatory action research and a multiliteracies approach to ensure that 

the research team members were well equipped with knowledge of the methodology 
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and the subject matter of the research project as recommended by Heron and Reason 

(2006).  The documents explained the nature of participatory action research and the 

cyclical research process involved in an action research project. In addition, the 

documents also talked about the concept of multiliteracies, the basis of why it was 

conceptualised and some ways to implement a multiliteracies approach in practice. 

The documents were relayed through emails one week prior to a professional 

discussion session so that Siti and Arfah had ample time to read and understand the 

documents. The information was then discussed in a professional discussion where I 

explained the concepts and important aspects of a multiliteracies approach and 

participatory action research. Siti and Arfah were encouraged to ask questions as 

well as share their thoughts and opinions on the subject matter. During the 

discussion process, I provided simple explanations and additional information to aid 

their understanding of the nature and methodology of the inquiry.  

 

I also addressed the issue of providing emotional and interpersonal empowerment 

(Heron & Reason, 2006) through maintaining good rapport and relationship (Grant 

et al., 2008) within the research team. Swantz et al. (2006) pointed out that building 

rapport is essential in facilitating a participatory action research to avoid issues of 

power that are often the case in the traditions of a hierarchical community.  Working 

in a hierarchical structure, throughout the research project, I assured the team that I 

was not an authoritative figure in the research project, but a co-researcher with 

similar status with the rest of the team.  I had to consistently remind the team of this 

point to make sure that Siti and Arfah were comfortable working with me in the 

inquiry process rather than working for me. In addition, I also made sure that all 

professional discussions were conducted in an informal manner to create a warm and 
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pleasant atmosphere.  The main objective of creating a pleasant atmosphere was to 

ensure that Siti and Arfah felt comfortable in expressing their thoughts and feelings 

freely. I also used informal language, which included a mixture of Bahasa Malaysia 

and the English language throughout the research project.  These steps were taken in 

conjunction with Cahill’s (2007) suggestion of providing a comfortable space to 

maintain good relationship among research team members. 

 

In addition, I took necessary steps to ensure that the decision making process was 

truly shared by all research team members as Heron and Reason (2006) asserted that 

it is important for facilitators of a participatory action research to ensure that the 

inquiry process is truly collaborative. Firstly, I had to consistently stress the point 

that I was not an authoritative person in the research project. This was important 

because of the hierarchical structure within which we worked. Initially, both Siti and 

Arfah viewed me as the main researcher and they were working for me instead of 

with me (see Chapter 6 for further discussion). Secondly, I gave Siti and Arfah 

constant encouragement to express themselves freely without thinking of the 

consequences of their words and opinions because sometimes we Malays put 

importance on the words that we use because we believe that the wrong choice of 

words can hurt or offend people. In this case, I was trying to convince Siti and Arfah 

that I would not be offended with their words or when they expressed their opinions. 

The encouragement was done usually by asking their opinion towards the subject of 

discussion with questions such as ‘what do you think about this?’  Through this, I 

was hoping to make Siti and Arfah feel that they were invited to join in the 

discussion and their opinion matters. Thirdly, through sharing ideas and personal 

stories, I maintained a good relationship in order to bridge the power gap that we had 
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according to the traditional hierarchical structure. For example, one of the lecturers 

was having issues concerning her personal romantic relationship and shared her 

concerns with me. I took the opportunity to make our relationship closer by telling 

my own story of meeting my husband and how we ended up getting married. We had 

many instances of sharing personal stories. Although it might appear that this action 

of sharing personal stories was trivial and unrelated to the research project, but it 

helped to develop good and trusting relationships between the research team 

members. The trust we developed and our good relationships were translated into an 

improved collaborative effort among the team members (see Chapter 6). Even 

though initially due to our cultural values and backgrounds the research team turned 

to me to make final decisions, the decision making process became more 

collaborative as the research progressed (see Chapter 6). 

 

Apart from becoming the facilitator of the research project, I also studied the 

research team experiences of being involved in a collaborative research process. In 

the Multiliteracies Project, I was a co-researcher with Siti and Arfah. Then, in the 

Participatory Action Research Project, I stepped back and reflected on the research 

processes of the Multiliteracies Project. I looked at the research project from an 

aerial perspective, exploring the lecturers’ experiences in participating in a 

participatory action research project. Over time, as the project progressed, I realized 

that my role in this layer was also changing. It was difficult to separate myself totally 

from the research project (Grant et al., 2008; Heron & Reason, 2006; Kemmis & Mc 

Taggart, 2005; Moore, 2004; Swantz, 2008), and I became more of a co-subject 

(Baldwin, 2006; Burgess, 2006) together with Siti and Arfah, because I was also 
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studying my own experiences in participating in a participatory action research 

project. 

 

 

DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

Specifically, this study employed participatory action research spirals as featured in 

Figure 3.1. The inquiry process in the current study involved a recursive process 

consisted of action research processes of planning, action, observation and reflection 

stages. Figure 3. 1 shows that the inquiry process began with planning, action, 

observation and reflection, and the processes were repeated at the second cycle and 

labelled as re-plan, re-act, re-observe and re-reflect.  

 

The overall duration of the research project was eight weeks. The first cycle began 

early December 2010 with the duration of four weeks. The first week of the first 

cycle was designated for planning and reflecting stage. Classroom teaching began on 

the second week of the first cycleThe second cycle began in January 2011 and ended 

four weeks later. The cycles of inquiry process of action and reflection in this 

research project, occurred at both the Multiliteracies Project and the Participatory 

Action Research Project. 
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Figure 3.1 The action research process of the study. (Adapted from Hawkins, 2010, 

p. 19) 

 

The design of the first cycle of the Multiliteracies Project  

Figure 3.2 summarizes the action research process of the first cycle of the 

Multiliteracies Project. The first cycle of the research process began with a reflection 

and planning stages. At this stage, I began the research process by reflecting on the 

current pedagogical approaches in the Malaysian educational scene from the point of 

view of the lecturers and students. As a research team, Siti, Arfah and I created a 

learning module that focussed on using the multiliteracies approach to learning 

English as a Second Language (ESL). Once the semester began, the learning 

approach was implemented. Due to the nature of action research process, the data 

collection and data analysis occurred concurrently. Students’ responses and learning 
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experiences were observed and recorded and special attention was given to 

significant events. At the same time, the research team analysed data through a 

reflective practice framework.  

 

 

Figure 3.2 The research process of the first cycle of the Multiliteracies Project 

 

Reflection and planning 

The reflection and planning stage began with a reflection on the current curriculum 

and classroom practices of a Malaysian English as a Second Language (ESL) 

classroom. This was done through an analysis of the current pedagogical practices in 

teaching ESL in Malaysian classroom based on literatures and Siti and Arfah’s 
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previous teaching practices. Data was obtained through a semi- structured interview 

at the first meeting of the research team members.  The students’ previous learning 

experiences were also investigated through a written exercise, where the students’ 

answered questions regarding their previous experiences of learning ESL.  Based on 

the inquiry, it appeared that they had experienced teaching that used text books and 

hand-outs containing sample examination questions. The findings of this initial 

inquiry became the foundation for the research team to develop the multiliteracies 

module by comparing the current classroom practices with the components of 

multiliteracies approach which includes situated practice, overt instruction, critical 

framing and transformed practice. 

 

The research team considered how to conduct the research including the number of 

action research cycles and the overall duration of the study. I acknowledge that 

action research usually requires the research process to be conducted in several 

cycles until practical solutions to the issue has been found. Weighing the constraints 

and the circumstances that we were facing at that time, the research team decided to 

conduct two cycles of action research process, which involved the first half of the 

semester. Our first concern was the limitations that we faced as the research team. I 

was a doctoral student under a strict working schedule due to the requirement of the 

sponsor of my study. Meanwhile, Siti and Arfah, as new teachers, also had to deal 

with tight working schedules. Our second concern was the students’ academic 

performance. We were concerned that prolonged involvement in the research process 

would impact the students’ academic performance indirectly especially for the focus 

group students. As a conclusion, we viewed that the duration of eight weeks was an 

ample time for us to get substantial data.  
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The next step in developing the multiliteracies module was to consider the 

governmental and institutional requirements. As indicated by the Malaysian Ministry 

of Higher Education (2006), all learning should incorporate the elements of soft 

skills from the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education’s (2006) Soft Skill Model 

such as teamwork, communication and technological skills (Fariza & Yurni Emilia, 

2012). We incorporated these skills in the multiliteracies projects. For example, 

teamwork skills were incorporated in both multiliteracies projects where the projects 

required the students to work in teams. In addition, the research team also considered 

Bakti Polytechnic’s English Language Departments’ policy. It was also essential to 

follow the syllabus set by the Department to ensure that the students would not be 

left behind as compared to all the other classes in the course and the students’ 

performances in the examination  would not be compromised in any way. To do this, 

we analysed the syllabus items set by the English Language Department and 

designed our multiliteracies module around the skills required. For example, the 

syllabus required the students to be able to ask questions in the English language. 

Therefore in our multiliteracies module we included lessons and learning activities 

that focussed on the topic of asking questions in English. 

 

In developing the module, especially in designing the lessons, we also had to 

consider the institution’s technological facilities. The classroom was not equipped 

with computers and Internet access. Therefore, we conducted the lessons in the 

computer laboratory. The English Language Department’s computer laboratory was 

equipped with computers but it was not connected to the Internet. The connection 

process was estimated to be completed at the coming semester. Due to time 

constraints, we had to search for an alternative which was to use the computer 
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laboratory that was managed by other departments. Since access to the computer 

laboratory was shared with several departments in the polytechnic, we were able to 

book only for the two-hour lesson on Wednesdays.  

 

Another important aspect in developing the module was considering the connection 

between the learning activities conducted in the language laboratory and activities 

conducted in the classroom. We had to make sure that all learning activities were 

taught using the multiliteracies approach. Learning activities that were conducted in 

the classroom focussed on the scaffolding process where we helped the students to 

understand certain concepts. For example, in the topic of conducting a mini research, 

the two- hour lesson in the classroom focussed on activities that introduced the 

concepts and language used in collecting data and presenting data findings. The 

lesson was then continued in the computer laboratory on Wednesday where students 

designed their questionnaires and analysed data using specific computer programs 

such as Microsoft Excel. Through this, even without access to technological 

resources, the lessons were successfully conducted using the multiliteracies 

approach. 

 

Action 

To implement the multiliteracies module, the team were posed with the question of 

who was going to teach the class.  Siti and Arfah were concerned that their limited 

teaching experience would influence the result of the study indirectly, so the team 

decided that I was the most suitable person to be the primary teacher in the 

classroom. Arfah was assisting in all the lessons. However, due to a busy schedule, 

Siti was able to join only one session which was the Wednesday’s two-hour lesson 
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conducted in the computer laboratory.  Since she was not directly involved in the 

teaching, she took the role of a non-teaching observer, where she observed how the 

students negotiate learning using the multiliteracies approach as well as the students’ 

responses towards the use of multiliteracies approach in the classroom.   

 

Observation 

At the observation stage, the research team observed and identified the ways students 

negotiate learning using our multiliteracies module. During the observation, each 

member of the research team made personal notes on significant events that were 

occurring during the learning process. The team observed the students’ language 

learning through the framework of Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory of 

learning and the multiliteracies pedagogy. Firstly, socio-cultural theory advocates 

that learning is mediated with semiotic tools. During the observation, we were 

looking at how the use of semiotic resources such as the multimodal texts used in our 

multiliteracies learning module influenced the students’ learning. Socio-cultural 

theory also talks about the concept of scaffolding, in which a significant other or an 

expert facilitated students’ learning based on the concept of zone of proximal 

development. Therefore, we observed how the process of scaffolding in our 

multiliteracies module enhanced the students learning. Next, the socio-cultural 

theory emphasizes the role of the students’ social surroundings in the development of 

learning. It was important that we identified how the students’ involvement in 

learning activities that provided opportunities for the students to interact with 

community members facilitated the learning process. Finally, we also observed how 

the multiliteracies learning activities develops active participation from students, a 

skill that is highly regarded in the 21
st
 century (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b). 
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Reflection 

At this stage, the students shared their experiences of learning using our 

multiliteracies learning module through several informal conversations with the 

research team. At the same time, the research team discussed and interpreted data 

collected in the observation phase as well as the students’ reflections in a series of 

professional discussions. The team analysed data using a critical reflective analysis 

framework (Figure 3.8) to identify the students’ experiences in learning using the 

multiliteracies approach. I developed this framework to analyse data based on the 

participatory action research emphasis on reflective practice. The first learning 

module was then revised based on these findings. 

 

 

The first multiliteracies module 

Table 3.3 outlines the lesson for the first part of the multiliteracies module. The 

English language hours were scheduled for every Monday and Wednesday of the 

semester, and the duration of each session was two hours.   
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Table 3.3 Summary of the First Multiliteracies Module 

 

WEEK DAY VENUE TOPIC OBJECTIVE 

1 Planning and reflection process by the research team 

2 MONDAY Classroom  Orientation To get to know the students.  
 

To provide brief description 

of the research project. 
 

To invite volunteers to be in 

the focus group.   

 
To describe the requirements 

of Multiliteracies Project 1. 

 WEDNESDAY Classroom Language and 
communication 

skills of meeting 

new people 

To use appropriate language 
and communication skills in 

meeting new people in 

formal and informal settings. 

 
To evaluate students’ 

present knowledge on 

language and 
communication skills in 

meeting new people.  

 

To discuss issues of 
politeness in meeting new 

people. 

 
To build the students’ 

confidence in speaking in 

front of people. 

3 MONDAY Classroom Forming questions 
in the English 

language. 

To develop questions in 
English using Wh-questions 

and Yes/No question forms.  

WEDNESDAY Computer 
laboratory 

Creating network  To conduct a critical 
analysis on the design and 

features of the current social 

networking sites on the 

Web. 

4 MONDAY Classroom Consultation  To be engaged in the activity 

of producing their group’s 

career blog. 

WEDNESDAY Computer 
laboratory 

Presentation of the 
career blogs 

To share the students’ career 
blogs with their classmates.  

 

To polish the students public 
speaking skills/ presentation 

skills. 
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Week 2 

The first week of the semester began with an orientation session and a formal 

learning session. The first session of the week was used as an orientation session, 

where teachers and students got to know each other. At this session, I also provided a 

thorough description of the multiliteracies project, and invited volunteers to be part 

of the focus group. The first formal lesson was conducted in the second session of 

the week; the main objective was to encourage the students to share their present 

knowledge regarding language and communication skills when meeting new people 

in formal and informal settings. To achieve this objective, the students were given a 

number of role play situations where they were required to start conversations with 

people in several formal and informal settings. In this lesson, Arfah and I used the 

students’ existing knowledge to provide a provocation session on the issue of 

meeting new people, which included using appropriate salutations, language and 

communication skills that portray the elements of politeness according to the 

Malaysian culture. Through this provocation session, the students were able to 

evaluate their own existing knowledge about language and communications skills 

when meeting new people. As teachers, we helped them to experience and 

conceptualise the necessary language and communication skills in these situations.  

 

Week 3 

Concurrent with the 21
st
 century knowledge proceses (Kalantzis & Cope, 2004), the 

second week of the semester focused on using thinking skills such as conceptualising 

and analysing. To help students to conceptualize the notion of forming questions in 

the English language, I explained to the students the forms and functions of Wh-

questions and Yes/No questions through a deductive teaching session. After a brief 
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explanation of the concepts of forming questions in the English language, the 

students were given practice questions. After all students appeared to have answered 

the practice questions, they were encouraged to share their answers with the class. 

Selected students then wrote their answers on the board, where the other classmates 

analysed their answers and chose which ones were acceptable and which ones 

needed amendments.   

 

The second session of the week focused on providing a critical analysis opportunity, 

where students were engaged in activities that required higher order thinking skills, 

such as evaluating and analysing. In groups, students were requested to choose two 

social networking websites and analyse the designs and functions of each websites 

by describing and explaining which designs and functions featured in the social 

networking sites were appealing to them. The objective of this lesson was to 

encourage the students to make judgements and to justify their choices.  

 

Week 4 

The third week was focused on supporting students directly in terms of providing 

consultation to help them complete their first multiliteracies project which was to 

create a blog that provided information on two careers. The main purpose of this 

blog was to produce a career database as a source of reference for fellow students in 

the polytechnic. This project was a group work and to produce the career blog, the 

groups were supposed to obtain information from two sources; the first one was 

through their research on the internet, and the second was through real life interviews 

of two professionals. All groups were advised to interview people who were easily 

accessible within three weeks, such as people on the polytechnic campus as well as 
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family members.  All the information regarding the two professions would be 

presented in the form of a career blog. All groups were encouraged to choose a 

suitable and eye catching style for their blogs in making sure that the information 

could be relayed clearly to their intended audience. At the end of the research 

project, the students were encouraged to share their career with other polytechnic 

students.  According to the initial plan, the blog’s addresses would be posted on the 

Bakti Polytechnic’s English Language Department’s notice board. However, due to 

the outcome of the assignment, this final step did not occur.  

 

A detailed lesson plan is attached in Appendix A. 

 

The link between lessons to the first multiliteracies project 

The lessons from the first week and second week were designed to support the 

students in completing their Multiliteracies Project 1, which was about producing a 

career blog.  The previous lessons promoted necessary skills prevalent in a 

multiliteracies approach which involved the students in the thinking processes of 

experiencing, conceptualising, analysing and applying (Kalantzis & Cope, 2004). In 

producing their own career blogs, the students were encouraged to transform their 

knowledge and practices through their engagement in the multiliteracies project as 

recommended by The New London Group’s (1996, 2000) transformed practice 

component of the multiliteracies pedagogy.  

 

The connection of the lessons to the multiliteracies project is summarized in Figure 

3.4.  Each lesson provided the students with support and, information, as well as 

using their knowledge to produce their career blog.   The lessons assisted the 
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students to experience and conceptualise appropriate language and communication 

skills for meeting new people. The purpose was to train and prepare the students 

with their real encounter with two professionals. The students also learnt about the 

forms and functions of developing questions in the English language. This was 

helpful for students to form their interview questions with the two professionals. 

Finally, the students were engaged in a critical analysis of the current social network 

websites, in order to help them construct ideas for their own career blogs.  

 

Figure 3.4  The connection of classroom lessons to the Multiliteracies Project 1 

 

 

The second cycle of the Multiliteracies Project 

The second cycle of the research process involved the processes of re-plan, re-act, 

re-observe and re-reflect. The research steps are summarized by Figure 3. 5. In the 
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re-plan process, the research team revisited the reflective analysis done in the 

previous cycle through a professional discussion. In this discussion, we revised the 

multiliteracies module based on the reflective analysis which included discussing 

issues of developing prescriptive learning environment, building good relationships 

with the students and improving students’ critical thinking skills.  

 

The next step was implementing the multiliteracies module, where Arfah and I took 

the roles of teachers in the classroom. Siti remained as non-teaching observer such as 

in the previous cycle. During this process, we simultaneously observed the students’ 

learning experiences. We made field notes, personal reflections and engaged in 

informal discussions with the students. We analysed students’ learning experiences 

by having informal conversations among the research team members. In addition, 

two professional discussions were conducted to reflect on the data we collected. 

Finally, we carried out a reflective analysis, looking at data and findings from both 

cycles in the Multiliteracies Project. A feasible plan that consisted of significant 

components in fusing the students’ cultural practices and multiliteracies approach 

was proposed.  
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Figure 3.5: The research steps of the second cycle of the Multiliteracies Research 

Project 

 

The revised multiliteracies module 

The underlying philosophies of the second multiliteracies module were still the same 

as the philosophies of the first multiliteracies module. Our module still highlighted 

learning through the view of socio-cultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) and The New 

London Group’s multiliteracies pedagogy (1996, 2000).  In addition, the second part 

of the multiliteracies module was also based on the research team’s reflections from 

the first cycle of the Multiliteracies Research Project, which included the points 

discussed in the planning section at the beginning of this chapter. Table 3.6 shows 
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the progression of the lessons for the second multiliteracies module and the 

connection to the New London Group’s multiliteracies pedagogy.  
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Table 3.6: The Summary of the Second Multiliteracies Module 

WEEK DAY VENUE TOPIC OBJECTIVE 

1 MONDAY Classroom  Critical analysis of the 

Multiliteracies Project 

1. 

 

To invite students to be critical in 

analysing their own practice.  

To Invite students to a paradigm 

shift in terms of learning. 

   Description of 

Multiliteracies Project 

2 

To give vivid description regarding 

the requirements of Multiliteracies 

Project 2: Creating a documentary. 

 WEDNESDAY Classroom Analysing an issue: 

Discussing 
multicultural issues 

through My Big Fat 

Greek Wedding & Fish 

Cheeks. 

To analyse an issue critically. 

 
To practice analysing, evaluating 

and synthesizing.  

2 MONDAY Classroom Conducting a mini 

research: Mobile 

phones use among 

teenagers. 

To generate general information 

regarding an issue.  

 

To create survey or interview 

questions. 

 

To analyse data from survey and 

interview. 

WEDNESDAY Computer 
laboratory 

Conducting a mini 
research : Mobile 

phones use among 

students in Class A. 

To practice analysing data. 
 

To practice synthesizing 

information through several 

sources.  

 

Avoiding plagiarism through  using 

your own words 

3 MONDAY Classroom Consultation To provide personalized 

consultation session to all students 

regarding: 

 the issue on which they 

were researching on; 

 the survey and interview 
questions; 

 The recordings of their 

documentary. 

WEDNESDAY Computer 

laboratory 

Movie Maker 

experience. 

To share with the students a 

homemade video using Movie 

Maker software. 

To explore the features and 

functions of Movie Maker 

software. 

4 MONDAY Classroom Consultation 

 

To provide personalized 

consultation session to all students 

regarding: 

 the issue that they were 
researching on; 

 the survey and interview 

questions; 

 The recordings of their 

documentary. 

 WEDNESDAY Computer 

laboratory 

PRESENTATION OF 

MULTILTERACIES 

PROJECT 2 

To share their documentary with 

the class.  
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The second multiliteracies project 

For the second multiliteracies project, the students were required to conduct a mini 

research project and present the findings of the research in the form of a 

documentary. To make it explicit to students, I used a local example, Majalah 3 

which is  a news-like documentary equivalent to Australia’s A Current Affair on Win 

TV. In groups of four, the students were required to conduct a mini research project 

on an issue within their community or campus. Students were expected to provide a 

brief explanation of the issue as a whole through reading relevant online articles. In 

addition, they were to distribute survey questions and interview community members 

in their quest to understand the issue further. Students were required to use their 

mobile phones, digital cameras or video cameras to produce a 15-minutes 

documentary. They had to choose their own style of presenting their documentary; 

they could opt to have a formal, informal, relaxed or contemporary style of 

presentation. 

 

Week 1 

The first week of the second cycle began with a critical analysis of the students’ first 

multiliteracies project, which was to produce career blogs. The main purpose of this 

activity was not to highlight the mistakes that the students had made in their first 

project, but to encourage the students to be critical and analyse their own practice. 

This was our first step to cultivate critical thinking among the students. Instead of 

telling the students directly of the outcomes of their first multiliteracies project, 

Arfah and I opened a discussion by allowing the students to identify the strengths 

and weaknesses of their own practices. Then, based on the students’ responses, we 

invited the students to analyse their practices and give practical solutions that they 
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thought would work in those circumstances. In alignment with the critical analysis 

activity, we ended the discussion by inviting the students to keep an open mind about 

learning using a more contemporary learning approach as presented in our 

multiliteracies module. We also encouraged the students to constantly express and 

share their experiences in learning using the multiliteracies module.  

 

After the one-hour critical analysis, we explained the requirements of the second 

multiliteracies project. After consideration of the reflective analysis conducted 

within the first cycle of the research project, we decided to make our lessons more 

prescriptive, we had also provided the students a written description of the second 

multiliteracies project. The written document supported our detailed explanation 

about the requirements of the second multiliteracies project, which was to conduct a 

mini research on an issue within their community. We gave step-by-step guidance to 

the students on how to complete the assignment from forming the group to choosing 

the topic and presenting the end result. In addition, we also provided specific 

examples on the topics that the students could explore for their mini research 

activity. We listed five issues which included the Automated Teller Machine (ATM) 

service in Bakti Polytechnic, Information and Technology (IT) facilities in Bakti 

Polytechnic, the cleanliness of Poly Beach, social issues within Bakti Polytechnic 

and cafeteria issues within Bakti Polytechnic. The written document is attached in 

Appendix B.  

 

The second lesson of the first week was focussed on cultivating students’ critical 

thinking skills. We invited the students to analyse a multicultural issue through 

working on two multimodal texts, the first one was an excerpt from a movie and the 
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second an excerpt from a short story. The movie excerpt was from the film ‘My Big 

Fat Greek Wedding’ (Zwick, 2001) and the print text was ‘Fish Cheeks’ from A. Tan 

(1987). The short story  ‘Fish Cheeks’  is based on Amy Tan’s personal experiences 

and her own dilemmas of being a Chinese girl living in the United States of 

America, and how she is caught up between two cultures. Meanwhile the movie ‘My 

Big Fat Greek Wedding’ tells the story of Tula’s dilemmas, a traditional Greek girl 

who fell in love with Ian, a modern American man. The movie portrays the cultural 

differences and cultural clashes that happened between Tula’s family and her 

fiancée’s family in the process of planning their wedding. The lesson focussed on 

answering a few comprehension questions and was followed by a discussion of 

identifying the issues discussed in both texts. In addition, we encouraged the 

students to find similar instances or evidences of similar issues in their own lives.  

 

Week 2 

Lessons in the second week focussed on the topic of conducting research. The main 

objective of these lessons was to train the students in basic research skills such as 

generating information, creating a survey, devising interview questions, and carrying 

out data analysis. In order to do this, we engaged the students in a hands-on activity 

where they conducted a mini research activity in the classroom. In groups, students 

were asked to research the issue of mobile phones use among teenagers in their class. 

Each group was given a specific topic to work on such as popular brand choice for 

mobile phones, the functions of the mobile phones most used, and future physical 

and functional expectations of mobile phones. They were also guided to create five 

survey questions and one interview question for them for distribution to  their 
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classmates. Later, we assisted the students to analyse the data, and the students then 

presented their findings to the class.  

 

Week 3 and 4 

The third and fourth weeks were allocated specifically for consultations in our quest 

to have more dialogues and interaction with the students. In the third week, in order 

to be prescriptive, I conducted an instructive lesson on how to use the Movie Maker 

software. Here, Arfah and I explained to the students about the Movie Maker 

software and showed them the specific functions of the software such adding videos 

from mobile phones to the computer, and arranging the videos as well as inserting 

captions.  I also shared my own homemade video using mobile phones and Movie 

Maker software. In other consultation sessions, we provided personalized 

consultations to students, discussing issues related to the completion of their second 

multiliteracies project. Prior to these sessions, students were asked to submit a 

formal progress report. Arfah and I talked to the students in their groups to 

specifically address the issue that they had raised in their progress reports.  

 

The detailed lesson plan is included in Appendix C. 

 

Similar to the first part of the multiliteracies module, the lessons in the second part 

of the module were also designed to support the students in completing the project. 

The connections of the lessons of the second multiliteracies module are summarized 

in Figure 3.7.  
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Figure 3.7 The connection of the lessons of the second part of the multiliteracies 

module to the second multiliteracies project. 

 

The design of the Participatory Action Research Project  

Meanwhile, at the outer layer of the study, in order to explore the teachers’ 

experiences involving in a participatory action research process, I followed the 

cyclical structure of the action research process. At the planning stage, I reflected on 

the current literatures on participatory action. At the action stage, Siti , Arfah and I 

became collaborative research partners and made shared decisions throughout the 

project. At the observation stage, I became a participant observer (Cresswell, 2005) 

to observe and document the team’s professional conversations. I was an active 

participant in the professional conversations, so I gained personal insights into the 

teachers’ experiences. These conversations were audio recorded to be reviewed at a 

later time. Useful data such as the teachers’ responses, reactions and interaction 

during the professional conversations were also documented. I also kept a personal 
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journal to record my own reflections on my experiences as a co-researcher in the 

research project. Finally, at the reflection stage, I analysed data collected at the 

observation stage, including my journal entries. In addition, I also obtained the 

teachers’ reflections on their experiences in a participatory action research project 

through semi-structured interviews and I also noted significant points based on the 

documents.  

 

 

DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

In identifying the teachers’ and students’ experiences while engaging in this research 

project, this study used ethnographic methods to collect data. In order to get an emic 

perspective of the teachers’ and students’ experiences, it was important for me to be 

immersed in their cultural contexts as a participant rather than as an outside observer 

(Cousin, 2009; O’Reilly, 2005). In addition, to ensure the trustworthiness of data in a 

qualitative research, the data for this research project were collected through multiple 

channels (Berg, 2007; Cousin, 2009).  

 

Observation 

To understand the lecturers’ and students’ experiences in their own cultural contexts, 

data were collected through close observation of the students’ and lecturers’ 

experiences in the research project. During the Multiliteracies Project, the research 

team observed the students’ learning experiences during classroom activities and 

noted all significant events. In addition, the research team also made personal 

reflections based on their observation of the classroom activities and students’ 

learning experiences.   
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Meanwhile, during the Participatory Action Research Project, the lecturers’ research 

experiences were observed throughout the research project.  I assumed the role of a 

participant observer to see experiences from the views of the participants (Creswell, 

2005; Philips & Stawarski, 2008). Through participant observation, I was also able 

to develop strong rapport and trusting relationship among the lecturers which were 

important to elicit data from the participants (Cousin, 2009; Heron & Reason, 2006).  

 

Research journal 

The research journal was another important data collection tool. The research journal 

is different from observation methods because it was not only used to record data 

collected from the field but also a platform for me as a researcher to reflect on the 

data as well as the research process throughout the research project (Borg, 2001). I 

recorded my reflections on what was happening in the classroom. I made notes in 

between intervals between teaching and while students were preparing themselves 

for certain tasks. Most of the times, the reflections were made after the class ended 

by analysing the observational notes.  

 

Additionally, I kept the journal to record my observations and reflections of Siti and 

Arfah’s experiences in participating in this participatory action research. Since, I was 

also the co-subject (Baldwin, 2006) in this research project; I also recorded my own 

experiences in becoming a co-researcher with the lecturers.   
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Professional discussions 

Data were collected through professional discussions of the research team. The 

discussions were conducted regularly throughout the eight weeks of the research 

project. While engaging in the professional discussions, I took notes on any 

significant events regarding Siti and Arfah’s research experiences.  To ensure 

emotional and interpersonal empowerment (Heron & Reason, 2006), the professional 

discussions were conducted in informal environment and in an informal manner.  

 

Audio and video recording 

To supplement data from the observations, video and audio data were also collected. 

To document the students’ language learning experiences, their learning activities in 

the classroom were recorded using a digital video camera. King and Horrocks (2010) 

noted that the use of video recording has a few constraints especially in terms of the 

perspective in which the video camera captures the learning situation.  Due to the 

participatory nature of this study, the lecturers and I were actively involved in the 

teaching process, thus it was quite difficult to man the video camera exclusively. So, 

the video camera was set prior to the lesson to record the classroom learning as a 

whole. In other words, the digital video camera recorded the learning process from a 

single perspective, which according to Cousin (2009), is quite similar to the ‘eye of a 

live observation’ (p.122). The video data were used when the research team needed 

to revisit the classroom during our professional discussions. 

 

Audio recordings were made during the research teams’ professional discussions, 

informal conversations with the students, and semi-structured interviews with the 

teachers. In making an audio recording, King and Horrocks (2010) suggested the use 
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of digital appliances such as a digital recorder because the device could provide a 

better quality recording and the data could later be transferred to a computer. The 

digital audio data were transferred into a computer for verbatim transcription 

process.  

 

Informal conversations 

The research team conducted informal conversations with the focus group students at 

the end of each action research cycles to understand their experiences better as well 

as to supplement the data from our classroom observation.  All informal 

conversations were carried out in the classroom out of the students’ regular 

classroom hours, with the consent of the students in the focus group. To ensure that 

language would not be a barrier for the students to express their thoughts and 

opinions, the students were given the freedom to express their views and opinions in 

their national language, Bahasa Malaysia, or the English language. This raised the 

question of accurate interpretation which is discussed in a later section of this 

chapter. 

 

I was also involved in informal conversations with the teachers to document their 

experiences in implementing multiliteracies pedagogy in their classroom. These 

informal conversations always involved Arfah and me, since we conducted the class 

together. At the end of each lesson, it was customary for us to be engaged in an 

informal chat that focussed on issues that emerged from our teaching and learning 

process at the end of each lesson. I decided to note important points of the 

conversations in my journal rather than making an audio recording because of the 

nature of these conversations. The conversations were often informal and 
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spontaneous and almost felt like two friends chatting away; sharing ideas and 

feelings about their teaching. I was concerned that the presence of an audio recorder 

would have an impact on the spontaneity of the conversation and might affect the 

value of the data.  

 

Classroom Artefacts 

In understanding the students’ learning, it was also essential to look at classroom 

artefacts that document the students’ work. Cousin (2009) stated that documents are 

cultural artefacts and would be able to provide relevant data, and in the case of this 

study, the documents provided data relating to the students’ learning experiences. 

The team collected artefacts that documented the students’ classroom tasks, activities 

and assignments. Among the artefacts collected were the students’ reaction papers, 

where students were required to write their reflections on the activities done in the 

classroom. The students’ career blogs and documentaries were also collected as data. 

All these data were analysed by the research team in a series of professional 

discussions throughout the research project.  

 

Semi- structured interviews 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with the Siti and Arfah at 

critical points to understand how they perceived their experiences in implementing 

multiliteracies pedagogy and participating in the participatory action research project 

(Charmaz, 2003; Cousin, 2009; Fontana & Frey, 2005; King & Horrocks, 2010; 

Philips & Stawarski, 2008). I chose semi-structured interviews because this method 

of interviewing gave me the freedom to ask pre-determined questions as well as to 

venture into areas arising from the significant events and participants’ answers 
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(Berg, 2007; Cousin, 2009; King & Horrocks, 2010). The interviews were carried 

out three times throughout the research project: at the beginning of first cycle, at the 

intersection of the first cycle and cycle two, and finally at the end of the research 

project. All the interviews were conducted at Bakti Polytechnic and the average 

duration of each interview was one hour.  

 

 

DATA ANALYSIS METHOD 

The main data analysis for the data collected in the current research project was 

critical reflective analysis. Reflective practice is often used in the improvement of 

teaching and learning (e.g.,Macfarlane et al., 2006; Noble, 2007; York-Barr et al., 

2006). Osmond and Darlington (2005) used reflective data analysis as a means of 

collecting data where they engaged their participants in a series of critical analysis 

related to the participants’ own practice. For example, in investigating the 

implications for knowledge-based practice among ten social workers in a statutory 

child-protection context, Osmond and O'Connor (2006) used reflective recall as one 

of the data collection, in which  the researchers presented their observational notes to 

the participant and requested the participants to explain the reasons for her language 

and actions. Osmond and Darlington (2005) argued that critical reflective techniques 

were useful in eliciting data especially in professional supervision area. 

 

 In the case of this research project, critical reflective analysis was adopted as the 

data analysis method after considering two significant points that were closely 

related and inter-dependent with each other. The first point was the important role of 

reflection and action in a participatory action research. Participatory action research 
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promotes the interdependence of reflection and action. It is recommended that every 

reflection on the research process should be followed by practical actions to improve 

the situation. The second point was that the current research projects dealt with 

issues of teaching and learning where reflective practice has been seen as the a 

catalyst for improvement (Macfarlane et al., 2006; Noble, 2007; Osmond & 

Darlington, 2005; York-Barr et al., 2006). One of the main objectives of this 

research project was to trial the implementation of multiliteracies approach and to 

improve the approach in a Malaysian learning context based on the students’ 

learning experiences. The following section describes how the analysis was 

conducted at Multiliteracies Project and the Participatory Action Research Project. 

 

For the purpose of analysing data for the current research project, I developed my 

own critical reflective practice steps based on York-Barr et al.’s (2006) reflective 

practice model and Macfarlane et al.’s (2006) four-step model in developing 

reflective practice skills (see  Appendix D). To recapitulate, York-Barr et al., 

describes reflective practice as an active process (p.11).  They asserted that reflective 

practice is a multifaceted process that requires high levels of conscious thought and 

commitments to transform current practices based on fresh understandings. This 

notion was reflected in their Reflective Practice model where inquiry, thinking and 

learning are associated together to produce action and improve teaching and learning 

system. Meanwhile, Macfarlane et al. (2006) emphasized the role of deconstructing, 

confronting, theorizing and thinking otherwise in developing critical reflective skills. 

I was especially interested in their importance of theorising and thinking otherwise 

concept where reflective practitioners related practice to theories using multiple 

perspectives.  
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Figure 3.8 shows the Critical Reflective Analysis Steps that were used in analysing 

data in the current research project. The five steps involved were observing and 

noting personal reflections, confronting and thinking, taking action, observing and 

noting personal reflections, and forming theories and thinking otherwise.  

 

Figure 3.8 Critical reflective analysis steps (based on Macfarlane, et al., 2006 and 

York-Barr et al., 2006) 

 

Observing and noting personal reflections 

York-Barr et al. (2006) suggested that each reflective practice phase required a 

pause, which creates a space in which “presence and openness can emerge” (p. 9). 

At this stage, York-Barr at al. described that this space is a precursor to “conscious 

deliberative thought, response and action” (p.10). In the case of the research project, 

the first step of analysis resembled this pause because we provided a room that 

allowed data to be analysed at a personal level before a group discussion. It gave the 
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researchers space to note their own individual reflections on what was happening and 

any significant events.  

 

Confronting and thinking 

Macfarlane et al. (2006) stated the ability to confront aspects of practice as being 

significant when conducting a critical reflective analysis. They advocated that the 

researcher ask questions regarding their own practice. York-Barr et al. (2006) 

indicated that the questioning and confronting of the researcher’s own practices 

should be followed with thinking. They defined thinking as “the active, deliberate, 

and conscious processing of thoughts for examining goals, beliefs and practices” 

(p.10). In the current research project, the second step of the reflective practice 

required the research team to confront the issues surrounding our practices by asking 

questions about these practices. Each member shared their personal observation and 

reflections on significant events. Then we questioned and thought about the situation 

and identified issues arising from the implementation of the multiliteracies approach.  

At this stage, all members confronted and thought about the issues by considering 

multiple perspectives including theoretical, practical, and socio-cultural perspectives. 

The result of thinking is learning (York-Barr et al., 2006), in which case through this 

step we learnt about significant issues related to implementing a multiliteracies 

approach to learning in the Malaysian context. 

 

Taking action 

The most important step in embarking on a critical reflective analysis was taking 

action after reflection.  York-Barr et al. (2006) argued that reflective practice will 

only lead to improvement if it is followed by better understandings and action. The 
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importance of action after reflection was discussed by Dewey (1983) who argued 

that application of knowledge is essential in the reflective practice process. This was 

an essential step in this research project where practical solutions to issues were 

identified and implemented in practice.  

 

Observing and noting personal reflections 

After implementing the practical solutions, it was also significant to have another 

space to analyze and make personal reflections on the implications of the 

amendments carried out earlier.  Another round of observing and noting personal 

reflections was an important step in this framework as it allowed another intentional 

space for the researchers to conduct reflective analysis of their practices. 

 

Forming theories and thinking otherwise 

This step was about analysing the issues raised in the thinking and confronting step 

as well as reflections from the previous step. Macfarlane et al. (2006) advocated that 

confronting and thinking about one’s own practice was linked to the ability to 

theorise. They further asserted that the link between theory and practice is essential 

and all reflective practice “must be underpinned by a solid understanding of theory” 

(p.18).  At this stage, we as researchers, looked at the issues and formulated or 

generalized the issue in relation to similar situations. It was also important to 

consider other options or other perspectives on the issue. Macfarlane et al. (2006) 

argued it is important to think about practice in multiple perspectives because one 

single practice might have multiple interpretations and meanings. Osmond and 

Darlington (2005) also stated that the most valuable features of “critical reflective 

approach is its ability to transcend and engage with difference –in that different 
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knowledge, ideas, speculations, feelings and theories can be ascertained reflectively 

from a range of positions” (p.3). 

 

The following section will explain how a critical reflective analysis steps were 

realized in the data analysis stage of the current research project. 

 

Data analysis in Multiliteracies Project  

Data analysis was concurrent with the data collection process. Once the 

multiliteracies module was implemented, data analysis was begun by using the 

critical reflective analysis framework. Table 3.9 describes the critical reflective 

analysis process that occurred at the Multiliteracies Project  stage.  
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Table 3.9 Summary of the Critical Reflective Analysis Steps in Multiliteracies Project 

CRITICAL 

REFLECTIVE 

ANALYSIS STEPS 

MULTILITERACIES PROJECT’S DATA ANALYSIS  

Observing and noting 

personal reflections 

• The research team observed students' responses and 

learning process and made personal reflections. 

• The research team also made personal reflections on 

any significant events. 

Confronting  and 

thinking 

• The research team shared their personal reflections 

with all group members.  

• The research team identified issues rising from the 

implementation of the multiliteracies approach based 

on their personal observation and reflections as well 

as the verbatim transcriptions of informal 

conversations with the students. 

• The team identified critical points such as the 

students’ responses towards the use of the 

multiliteracies module and the effectiveness and 

challenges of the implementation of the module 

• The team searched for patterns and potential themes 

(Cohen et al., 2007; Mertler, 2006; Thomas, 2006) 

which emerged from the reflections to describe how 

the multiliteracies approach contributed to the 

students’ language experiences. 

Taking action • The research team provided solutions to issues 

identified in the earlier steps and implemented the 

suggested solutions in the second implementation of 

the multiliteracies module.  

Observing and noting 

personal reflections 

• The research team once again engaged in personal 

observation and reflections on the  students' learning 

process and responses  towards the amendments 

made to the multiliteracies module. 

Forming theories and 

thinking otherwise 
 Through this final step in the critical reflective 

framework, the team analysed data with a broader 

perspectives of formulating what had happened and 

how it influenced future implementation of the 

multiliteracies approach in the Malaysian learning 

contexts. 

 Data were classified into categories and possible 

themes. The team then identified the patterns and 

generated guidelines for future implementations of 

the multiliteracies approach in the Malaysian 

learning contexts. 
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Data Analysis in Participatory Action Research Project (PARP) 

The data analysis was conducted concurrently with the data collection. Table 3.9 

shows the critical reflective analysis that occurred in the Participatory Action 

Research Project. 

Table 3.10 Summary of the Critical Reflective Steps in Participatory Action 

Research Project 

 

CRITICAL 

REFLECTIVE 

ANALYSIS STEPS 

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT’S 

DATA ANALYSIS STEPS 

Observing and noting 

personal reflections 

• I noted significant events in the professional 

discussions through my observation notes and journal 

entries. 

Confronting and 

thinking 

• I identified significant points that emerged from my 

personal reflections on the collaborative effort of the 

team members as well as from the verbatim 

transcription of the semi-structured interviews with the 

teachers. 

• Data were classified into categories and possible 

themes. 

• I provided a few practical solutions to improve the 

participatory action research process. 

Taking action  I implemented practical solutions to improve the 

collaborative efforts of the research team. 

Observing and noting 

personal reflections 
 Once again, I made personal observation and 

reflections on the collaborative process of the research 

team. 

Forming theories and 

thinking otherwise 
 I looked at the data from a broader perspective.  

 I explored how the philosophy of participatory action 

research was realized in our collaborative research 

effort and how the socio-cultural background of the 

research team’s influenced the research process and 

outcomes. 

  Then, I searched for patterns and underlying themes 

(Cohen et al., 2007; Mertler, 2006; Thomas, 2006) that 

had emerged from the transcribed data,  the journal 

entries and the critical reflective analysis to identify 

the teachers and my own experiences in engaging in a 

participatory action research. 

 Finally, I formulated a guideline of what were the 

important and significant points to be considered when 

conducting a participatory action research in a 

Malaysian context. 
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Transcription and translation 

Since the research project was conducted in an English as a Second Language (ESL) 

classroom, some of the data were in the English language and some were in Bahasa 

Malaysia. Classroom artefacts such as the career blogs, reaction papers and 

documentaries were mostly in the English language because they were part of the 

course’s assessment. In presenting these data in the dissertation, the original 

language used including the language with grammatical errors were retained in order 

to reflect the authenticity of the data. Informal conversations were mostly in Bahasa 

Malaysia because the research team encouraged the students to express themselves 

in a language that they were comfortable with. Forcing or imposing the idea of 

expressing themselves in the English language was likely to invite undesirable 

response from the students and would restrict the richness of the data. Meanwhile 

data collected from the teachers in the interviews and professional discussions were a 

mixture of the English language and Bahasa Malaysia. The interviews and the 

professional discussions were conducted in an informal environment thus the 

teachers were more comfortable in expressing themselves in both Bahasa Malaysia 

and the English language.  

 

Data in Bahasa Malaysia were not translated to the English language in the analysis 

stage to maintain the meaning that was communicated by participants. Only data that 

were presented in this dissertation were translated into the English language to assist 

understanding of dissertation readers. All data were transcribed verbatim. According 

to Easton, McCornish, and Greenberg (2000), errors in transcription should be 

minimized to enhance the trustworthiness of qualitative data and they recommended 

that the interviewer becomes the transcriber. In the case of this research project, the 
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audio data was transcribed by me. I decided to transcribe the data on my own 

because I thought that the process provided me room to understand the data further 

and prompt deeper thinking on the subject matter (Matheson, 2007). The 

transcriptions were also reviewed several times by listening to the audio files and 

checking the transcription to ensure accuracy, as recommended by Easton et al. 

(2000). Since the current study focussed on what were said by the participants rather 

than how they said it, the transcription was done using a play-script style approach 

(Midgley, 2010). Midgley (2010) stated that through this approach of transcribing 

audio data, contextual characteristics such as pauses, intonation, and hesitations that 

were present in the actual conversation were lost. However, in my context, I 

transcribed data based on the notion of investigating what the participants had to say 

regarding their experiences. Since, most of the participants and I were from a similar 

language background, the transcription process were not difficult. I had minimal 

problems in understanding the audio data.  

 

I am aware that doing transcription and translation is an act of negotiation which 

usually involves interpretation and representation of others (Lapadat, 2000; Lapadat 

& Lindsay, 1998, 1999; Temple & Young, 2004). To address this issue, I 

acknowledged that the transcriptions and translations were from the perspective of 

the research team. The team made conscious decisions about how the data were 

represented by considering textual references as well as the sociolinguistic contexts. 

Since all the research team members were fluent speakers of Bahasa Malaysia and 

shared common socio-cultural backgrounds with the students, any discrepancy of 

meaning between the original text to the translated and transcribed texts was 

minimized. 
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ETHICS OF THE STUDY 

Ethics approval 

This study had followed long procedural steps prior to the execution of this research 

project in ensuring that it complied with ethical rules and guidelines. First, I applied 

for approval from the site of the research. I submitted a letter together with the 

summary of my research proposal and estimated timeline of the study to the Director 

of Bakti Polytechnic to obtain approval to conduct research in the institution.  Bakti 

Polytechnic agreed to be the site of research. Secondly, with a letter of approval from 

the Director of Bakti Polytechnic, I applied for a research permit from the Economic 

Planning Unit, Prime Minister Office of Malaysia for the research project to be 

conducted in Malaysia. Finally, I applied for approval from the University of 

Southern Queensland Research Ethics Committee (Approval number H10REA112). 

This involved a submission of a formal application including necessary documents 

such as the research design of the study, sample of consent forms for the participants, 

approval letter from the site of research, samples of questions asked and the 

estimated timeline of the study. After revising the application, USQ’s Research 

Ethics Committee approved the application. I distributed consent forms which 

contained information and summary of the research project to all participants 

(Appendix E and F). All participants signed and returned the consent forms before 

the research project began.  

 

 

SUMMARY OF THIS CHAPTER 

This chapter have explained the context of the current study which included the 

selection of the research site, the roles of the lecturers as co-researchers and students 
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as active participants, and the researcher’s role as a facilitator of a participatory 

action research project. This chapter also outlined the research design, data 

collection tools and data analysis techniques of the Multiliteracies Project and 

Participatory Action Research Project. This chapter concluded with the ethics related 

requirements undertaken to conduct this study.  

 

The next chapter will explain the data from the first cycle of the Multiliteracies 

Project, in which the research team investigated the implementation of 

multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian learning context through the students’ 

experiences. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE FIRST ATTEMPT AT IMPLEMENTING A 

MULTILITERACIES APPROACH IN A MALAYSIAN 

LEARNING CONTEXT: 

A FAILURE OR A TRIAL RUN? 

 

PREVIEW 

Chapter 3 elaborated the context, action research processes, data collection methods, 

and data analysis tools, as well as the ethics of Multiliteracies Project and the 

Participatory Action Research Project.   

 

Chapter 4 will focus on the findings of the action research processes of the first cycle 

of the Multiliteracies Project. The discussion will be structured according to the 

participatory action research process that includes planning, action, observation and 

reflection. The discussion will focus on the socio-cultural perspective of how the 

students’ cultural background and practices were influencing the way they negotiated 

learning through the multiliteracies approach.  
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REFLECTING AND PLANNING A MULTILITERACIES 

CLASSROOM 

Malaysian learning contexts based on the lecturers’ and students’ previous 

learning experiences  

Data shows that there was an over-emphasis on the teaching of reading and writing 

due to its relation to preparing the students for the examination.  In Extract 4.1, S1 

stated that she was involved in learning activities that focussed on reading and 

writing exercises that prepared her for the examination. Her statement was also 

supported by S14, when she claimed that she had to do a lot of examination practice 

questions before the examination.  

 Extract 4.1 

S1: The student just have to do exercises and do a lot of readings. Other 

than that, the teacher teach based on textbooks and exam oriented. 

S14: In secondary school, I studied English language through English 

textbook. But, I still do composition and summary. Before 

examination came, my teacher gave a lot of exercises. 

 Classroom artefact, 8 December 2010 

 

Siti and Arfah also indicated the over-emphasis on reading and writing activities in 

Malaysian learning contexts based on their supervised-teaching experiences during 

their degree study. Siti stated that she was required by her mentor to conduct more 

writing activities in the classroom as evidenced in her statement “umm, actually I 

was asked by my mentor to teach writing skills more, rather than other skills such as 

listening and speaking” (Interview, 24 November 2010). Arfah was not required to 

teach writing skills by her mentor, but she noted (see Extract 4.2) that her mentor 

had completed the writing curriculum herself. It seems that the writing curriculum 

was regarded as important as it has been completed by the senior teacher before 

handing the class to a trainee teacher.  
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 Extract 4.2 

Arfah: As for me, it was more like, I got to plan my own activities freely, 

because my mentor did not mind about following the syllabus that 

much. Basically, I engaged the students in communicative skills, less 

on writing, because the previous teacher had covered all the writing 

components. 

 Interview, 24 November 2010 

 

It seems that teachers dominated the learning in the classrooms while students 

seemed to be passive receivers of knowledge. In Extract 4.3, S1 stated that usually, 

teachers provide all of the information in the classroom and this statement was 

supported by S10. S5 and S15 described the students’ role in the classroom in which 

students sit quietly and listen to what the teacher says. This situation really described 

the cultural practices of most Malaysian learning contexts where teachers are seen as 

provider of knowledge and students listen attentively as a sign of respect to the 

teachers (Aminuddin et al., 2010; Fung, 2010; Holmes, 2004; Novera, 2004). 

 Extract 4.3 

S1: The usual English classroom scenario are the teacher provide all the 

information needed. 

S5: Teacher teaching in front and I listen and sometimes my teacher ask 

anyone she want. 

S10: My usual classroom before this are the teacher gives all the 

information and answering skills to excel in examination. 

S15: When my teacher starting teaching us, all of people sitting quietly 

and hearing (listening to) what my teacher speak. 

 Classroom artefact, 8 December 2010 

 

Meanwhile, teaching materials used in most classrooms were still focused on the use 

of print-based resources. In Extract 4.4, Arfah stated that she used mah-jong papers 

to write notes and paste the mah-jong paper on the white board of the class in her 

teaching. Siti also mentioned a similar use of print-based resources in her teaching 

when she stated “What I usually did was, I would prepare this format of an essay, 

write it on a mah-jong paper and paste it on the board and let the students have a 
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look at the format of the essay, terms and words that they can use” (Interview, 24 

November 2010). 

 Extract 4.4 

Arfah: Yeah.  So, every time I go into class, I would bring my own mah-jong 

paper and write the notes and paste it on the board to save time, you 

know, rather than write it on the board during class time. 

Siti: Yeah 

 Interview, 24 November 2010 

 

This point was also confirmed by the students as many students stated that they were 

involved in learning activities that were based on text books and printed handouts. In 

Extract 4.5, S12, S10 and S14 stated that their teachers used text books as the main 

source of teaching materials.  

 Extract 4.5 

S12: The teacher is just teaching according to the text book. 

S10: other than that, the teacher teach based on textbook. 

S14: In secondary school, I studied English language through English 

textbook. 

 Classroom artefact, 8 December 2010 

 

Apart from text books, teachers usually use a print-based reading and writing 

approach in their lessons. In Extract 4.6, S10 claimed that his teacher used handouts 

containing sample questions of the national examination which usually consisted of a 

few reading passages and several comprehension questions.  

 Extract 4.6 

Fariza: Usually, what kind of materials the teacher bring to the class? 

S10: Handouts 

Fariza: What kind of handouts? 

S10: The teacher bring sample questions of the SPM ( the national 

examination for high school students). 

Fariza: So, they give you passages and then you answer questions based on 

the passages? 

S10: Yes. 

Fariza: Everyday? 

S10: When there is an English class. 

 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 
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The use of technological resources during learning seems limited because of a lack 

of resources and restricted access to technology. The only technological resources 

that Siti and Arfah had used in their previous lessons were a radio and a PowerPoint 

presentation as illustrated in Extract 4.7.  

 Extract 4.7 

Fariza: What type of technology that you have ever used in your lessons? 

Arfah: The radio ((laughs)) in my case; I have to bring my own radio. We 

listened to songs and fill in the blanks. 

Siti: In my case, it was a Powerpoint presentation. That’s all. 

 Interview, 24 November 2010 

 

The access to a computer laboratory in their schools was restricted and Siti and 

Arfah had difficulties in accessing the computer laboratory. In Extract 4.8, Siti 

mentioned that her schools was not equipped with technological resources and that 

caused her to use a traditional approach in her teaching. Arfah claimed that it was 

difficult to gain access to technological resources in her school because they were 

limited and specifically assigned to computing teachers. I also recorded in my 

research journal (24 November 2010) “Both teachers felt that it is difficult to gain 

access to technology in their teachings. Institutions often have the facilities however 

it is limited and restricted. They described that the procedures to use the facilities as 

a ‘hassle’ and ‘almost impossible.”  Siti mentioned that using technological 

resources in the classroom was sometimes frustrating because “It is really difficult to 

set everything. There were a lot of problems. Sometimes when we plan, we still don’t 

get to use” (24 Disember 2010). 

 

 Extract 4.8 

Fariza: So, what do you think about using technology in your teaching? 

Siti: (laughs) I think it is a good idea, but 

Arfah: But (laughs) 

Siti: The problem is the facilities! That’s all. If the schools are equipped 

with the facilities, we can carry out activities using technologies. If 
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not, then you are back to using chalk, talk, mah-jong papers, and all 

that (laughs). 

Arfah: Yeah, mah-jong papers (laughs). My school was also the same, it 

was an old school and they don’t have many facilities. They won’t 

let the teachers to use the computer labs unless you are a computer 

teacher. 

Siti: Yes! It is really impossible. 

 Interview, 24 November 2010 

 

The teacher’s initial concern 

At the first and second professional discussion sessions, Siti and Arfah expressed 

their interest on the idea of implementing a multiliteracies approach in an ESL 

classroom (Observation, 15 & 24 November 2010). However, I also noticed that Siti 

and Arfah were uncomfortable as I explained the role of using technologies in a 

multiliteracies classroom (Research journal, 15 November 2010). At that point, they 

were not entirely familiar with the philosophy of participatory action research, so 

they still viewed me as the authoritative person in this research project and were 

most probably a bit reluctant to express their opinions (see Chapter 2).  They seemed 

uneasy and sometimes I could see them let out a smirking smile and exchange a 

cynical smile with each other whenever I mentioned the word technology. In 

addition, the two teachers laughed at most instances of the mention of the word 

‘technology’ or whenever we discussed the issue of technologies in the classroom.  I 

was starting to think that the laughter indicated something more substantial than just 

a funny situation (Research journal, 24 November 2010). Finally, at the end of my 

first interview with the teachers, Arfah expressed her concern regarding the use of 

technologies in this research project, as illustrated in Extract 4.9.  

 Extract 4.9 

Arfah: (laughs) From what I understand, we are going to explore the use of 

technology in ESL classroom, right? But, we are not sure whether it 

is going to be applicable in this context. 

Siti: or reliable((laughs)) 

Arfah: Since, umm, we have to book the computer labs. We are also not 
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given any, umm. 

Siti: I think the classes are also not equipped with, umm, LCD projector. 

Arfah: Yes, no computers .It is a bit difficult. 

Siti: Basically, from what I found out from the senior lecturers here, the 

only room that have access to technology is just the language lab. 

Arfah: Which is just one room. Actually we have three language labs but 

Lab A and B can’t be used, I think Lab C is new and they just put it 

up last semester. And nobody get to use it yet. So (laughs). 

Siti: (laughs). 

 Interview, 24 November 2010 

 

It seemed that the teachers were concerned about the success of implementing 

multiliteracies pedagogy in the classroom due to limited technological resources at 

Bakti Polytechnic. They were unsure whether the research project could be 

continued due to the limited technological resources. We continued discussing ways 

of getting access to technological resources such as the computer laboratory.  I 

assured the teachers that the Head of the English Language Department had 

guaranteed me priority access to their newly set up language laboratory (Professional 

discussion, 24 November 2010). However, when the semester actually commenced, 

we were not able to utilize the new language laboratory because the laboratory was 

equipped with computers but was not connected to the internet. In order to gain 

access to the internet, we were advised to wait till the next semester to begin the 

research project. However, the research project had to be conducted in that semester 

because I had a tight deadline to meet as a doctoral student and also bound by 

sponsorship requirements. 

 

This situation, where it was difficult for us to gain access to technological resources, 

confirmed the authenticity of Siti and Arfah’s initial concern regarding the use of 

technology in teaching. After a few meetings with the officer who was responsible 

for the bookings of the computer laboratories in a different faculty, we managed to 
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include only one part of our class in one computer laboratory. This was because 

there were only two computer laboratories and they were shared among several 

faculties including the English Language Department.  

 

At this point, I thought that the teachers’ initial concern was grounded to the reality 

of what was happening in the actual classroom setting. It appeared that the use of 

technology in the classroom was hindered by the limited and restricted access to 

technological resources. These limitations and restrictions usually deterred the 

teachers from using technology in their teaching. According to Siti and Arfah, it was 

“easier” to remain using the traditional print-based approach rather than ‘‘fighting’’ 

for a place in the computer laboratory (Informal conversation, 6 December 2010). 

This point was also mentioned in our first interview in Extract 4.10: 

 Extract 4.10 

Arfah: My school was also the same. It was an old school and they don’t 

have many facilities. They won’t let the teachers use the computer 

labs unless you are a computer teacher. 

Siti: Yes! It is really impossible. 

Arfah: Yeah.  So, every time I go into class, I would bring my own mah-jong 

paper and write the notes and paste it on the board to save time, you 

know, rather than write it on the board during class time. 

 Interview, 24 November 2010 

 

 

ACTION: IMPLEMENTING THE MULTILITERACIES 

APPROACH 

Summary of the first multiliteracies module 

This section provides the main aspects of the first multiliteracies module based on 

the detailed description that has been discussed in Chapter 3. 
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The main characteristics of the first multiliteracies project are: 

 The project was to produce a blog that contains information on two careers. 

The tasks were carried out in groups of five to six people. 

 The blog should consist of: 

 findings from actual interviews of two professional regarding their 

profession such as academic requirement, job specifications and 

responsibilities at work. 

 Personalized design and format.  

 Students were encouraged to use contemporary blogging sites such as E-

Blogger and Google blogspot.  

All the lessons in the second part of the module were related to the first 

multiliteracies project. The lessons included: 

 Appropriate language and communication skills; 

 Interview skills; 

 critical analysis practices. 

 

 

OBSERVATION AND REFLECTION: INITIAL RESPONSES 

TOWARDS THE MULTILITERACIES APPROACH 

Responses towards situated practice and overt instruction learning activities  

It appeared that situated practice and overt instruction activities were well received 

by the students. The earlier stages of the lessons focused on a scaffolding process 

that included conceptualising and experiencing knowledge processes (Kalantzis & 

Cope, 2004). In these lesson, students were quite comfortable with the approaches 

used especially the overt instruction learning activity where we, as teachers, helped 
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the students to consciously understand the concepts of language use and functions 

through deductive teaching. For example, we assisted the students to conceptualize 

ways in forming questions in English including WH-Questions and Yes/No 

questions. In this learning session, the ambience of the class was exceptionally 

composed, where all students were very quiet and reserved. Extract 4.11 shows an 

entry from my research journal regarding this point: 

Extract 4.11 

All listened to me as if I was a spiritualist, spilling knowledge and wisdom in 

front of the class. It was difficult to get the students to participate in a 

classroom discussion. Most were silent and avoided eye contact with Arfah 

and me by looking down at the floor. When I spoke, all eyes were fixed on 

me.   

Research journal, 13 December 2012 

 

The composed ambience, however, was contrastive to the ambience of the class 

before the lesson began. Arfah and I usually came in the class ten minutes before the 

lesson began and we noticed this huge contrast. Our observations suggested that the 

students were jovial and a bit cheeky before the lesson began. They greeted us with a 

big smile; they talked to each other happily; they laughed and teased each other. In 

my research journal (13 December 2010) I noted that “the ambience of the class 

before the lesson started was very positive. Students seemed to be in a good mood, 

and I had a very good feeling; however, when the lesson commenced, the students’ 

mood seemed to shift from being active to almost passive”. The students were no 

longer smiling; everybody forwarded their undivided attention to me and Arfah. 

They were silent and put on the serious look and listened to us attentively 

(Observational notes, 13 December, 2010).  

 

Moreover, at the end of the scaffolding process, where I explained the forms and 

functions of how to form questions in English, I gave the students an exercise 
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handout containing a few items for the students to practice forming questions in the 

English language. All students at that time, worked on the practice questions 

attentively. When asked to share their answers with the whole class by writing their 

answers on the white board, the students were very cooperative. The selected 

students almost immediately took the marker pen and wrote their answers on the 

board, at this moment; it seemed that it did not matter to them whether their answer 

was correct or wrong. This was evidenced when I noted in my research journal (13 

December 2010), “The students were very cooperative. They listened to me 

attentively and they gave good feedback”.  In another part, I also stated that “The 

class was manageable. All students seemed to concentrate on completing the task on 

the handouts” (Research journal, 13 December 2010).  

 

Similarly, students also gave positive responses towards situated practice stage, 

where we immersed the students in experiences that are related to their life outside 

the classroom. This was done by using resources that they are used to such as print-

based texts and other texts that were available in their lives such as videos and online 

articles as the learning materials. At the beginning of the lesson where the students 

were supposed to analyse the trends and features of the current social networking 

sites on the Internet, I showed the students a YouTube video that featured a young 

girl explaining her views on the functions and features of the Facebook website such 

as its notifications and status update functions. During this time, the research team 

noted that all students in the computer laboratory paid full attention to the video, 

even students who sat at the back of the computer laboratory. Usually, students who 

sat at the back of the classroom had the tendency not to pay attention of what was 

happening in the classroom, however, during the utilization of the YouTube video, all 
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of the back benchers appeared to focus their attention to the video (Research journal, 

15 December 2012). It seemed that the students were quite excited with the use of 

multimodal resources such as the YouTube video. The ambience of the class was 

positive as all students were smiling, and actively participated in the learning process 

(Observation, 15 December 2010). 

 

In addition, according to the students in Extract 4.12, the use of multimodal 

resources such as the YouTube video in learning was interesting and the video 

captured their attention and encouraged them to focus on learning.  

 Extract 4.12 

Fariza: When we use the YouTube video? What do you think about using 

that kind of material in the classroom as opposed to having 

teachers’ handouts and text books? 

S12: It is interesting. 

Fariza: Why? 

S12: Umm, because it attracts our attention, to concentrate. 

S10: It helps us to focus. 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 

 

 

In another instance, the students reinforced the point that the use of multimodal 

resources helped them to focus on the lesson. In Extract 4.13, S10 stated that some 

of the students were no longer interested with learning using a single media such as 

print-based materials. Data from the planning stage shows that the students 

previously were used to learning activities that utilized single media such as print-

based materials; therefore it appeared that the students were more interested to 

explore learning using multimodal resources. According to S10, they were much 

more focused on learning when the lesson involved a variety of media that combines 

print, oral and visual aspects.  
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 Extract 4.13 

S10: Lecturers should use a variety of media in learning. 

Fariza: Such as? 

S10: Books, newspapers, videos, online articles. 

Fariza: Why do you need a variety of media? 

S10: So that the students will not get bored by the use of a single media. 

Fariza: Students get bored easily, don’t they? 

S10: Yes, as a student I think I can say that (laughs). 

Fariza: Why? 

S1o: We got tired looking at one media only. 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 

 

Furthermore, the students regarded the use of multimodal resources such as the video 

in learning, as ‘natural’, describing the multimodal resources as something that were 

part of their lives outside the classroom as illustrated in Extract 4.14.  This was 

because multimodal resources were not limited to print words on paper, but other 

components such as oral, visual, audio, gestural and spatial aspects that constituted 

skills that the students experienced and exposed to most of the times especially 

outside the classroom. According to the students, these multimodal resources aided 

their understanding of the topic being discussed as compared to only reading from 

print-based materials.  

 Extract 4.14 

Fariza: So, if I bring one print article about Facebook fever or the YouTube 

video, which one do you prefer? 

S10: The video. 

S12: Umm,video 

Fariza: Why? 

S10: Because it is more natural. 

Fariza: Why do you say that? 

S12: We don’t need to read. 

Fariza: What do you mean by natural? 

S10: Umm, because conversations [such as in the videos] like that is 

familiar in our lives. We do it every day. So, we are more 

comfortable to listen and then understand rather than reading. 

Fariza: So, you are more comfortable having videos rather than print-based 

materials in the classroom? 

S10: Yes. 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 
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Reflection and Solution 

We considered that our initial attempt to use multimodal resources in the classroom 

was a success as most students responded positively towards the use of the 

multimodal resources. As asserted by socio-cultural theory, learning is mediated by 

tools such as language and semiotic resources and since multimodal resources were 

already present in the students’ lives outside the classroom, the students showed 

interest towards the use of multimodal resources in their lessons. The students 

described learning using multimodal resources as ‘natural’ indicating that those 

resources were already closely intertwined in their social lives outside the classroom. 

It seemed that the use of multimodal resources in learning encouraged the students to 

concentrate better on the lessons. One of the students described that they were tired 

of learning using a single media. We assumed that the students had been using print 

texts in most of their learning contexts so that the use of multimodal resources 

seemed refreshing to them.  It appeared that the students could focus more on 

learning due to the use of these resources in the learning sessions.  

 

Even though the students responded positively towards our learning activities where 

they listened attentively for information from me as their teacher, the research team 

was quite concerned with the overly quiet atmosphere and students’ apparently 

submissive attitude. For example when I explained to the students the concept of 

forming questions in English using question words such as What/ Who/ Where/Why/ 

How, the students listened to my explanation attentively. Everyone looked at me, 

trying to understand the concept of forming questions. Similarly, in an activity where 

the student were given a print hand out containing practice questions for them to 

practise forming questions in the English language, all students worked on the 
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exercise diligently. Everyone answered the questions and when asked to share their 

answers with the whole class, they willingly shared their answers. Everything 

seemed to be picture perfect of an ideal classroom in Malaysian context. 

 

Since the research team were analysing data from socio-cultural perspectives, we felt 

that the students’ socio-cultural attributes influenced the students’ responses towards 

our multiliteracies approach. To me, the situation mentioned in the previous 

paragraph was a common description of classroom learning in the Malaysian setting. 

Arfah stated that perhaps the students were heavily influenced by learning in a 

teacher-centred environment, and to the students the correct way of learning was to 

listen attentively to the teachers (Informal conversation, 6 December 2010).  I also 

noted this event in my research journal: “This scenario must be cultural. Perhaps 

these students were used to teacher-centred teaching in schools”. Another 

contributing point of the students’ submissive attitude could be the culturally-

determined hierarchical relationship between teacher and students in a Malaysian 

setting. In this hierarchical relationship, students, who were at a lower position in the 

social hierarchy as compared to teachers, were obligated to show respect to the 

teachers (Badli Esham & Faizah, 2010; Fung, 2010; Idris & Tengku Sarina Aini , 

2007). Usually respect is translated into obedience and listening attentively to what 

the teacher was saying (see Chapter 2). 

 

We were aware that the students were highly influenced by their socio-cultural 

background, but to encourage collaborative participation as suggested by 

participatory action research we decided to find ways to deal with the issue. The 

team decided that it would be useful if we minimized teacher domination in the 
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classroom and conducted in-class activities that involved more interaction between 

teachers and students. Specifically, we planned to foster a closer relationship with 

the students, where we would have more personalized dialogue with the students in 

small groups, approximately four people in a group. The main objective of having 

these personalized dialogues was to maintain good rapport and encourage active 

participation from the students, consistent with the demands of the 21
st
 century 

learning. Through this way, it was hoped that we could encourage an environment 

that prioritized interactions and discussions between teachers and students. At that 

point, we were hoping that through this practice, we could encourage a shift of the 

traditional hierarchical relationship between teachers and students and consequently 

benefit the students’ learning in general.  

 

Issues in critical thinking and applying knowledge to a new practice  

Even though the students responded well generally to situated practice and overt 

instruction activities, data showed that the students had a few issues in adapting to 

critical framing and transformed practice activities especially in terms of practising 

critical thinking and applying knowledge.  The issues were:  

 

An issue of working in teams  

It appeared that the students had issues in working collaboratively in a group. Socio-

cultural theory states peer collaboration is beneficial towards learning and it was also 

important in the 21
st
 century for the students to be able to work collaboratively with 

other people as a group. In this research project, the students had no problems in 

engaging in activities that required them to work individually, such as completing 

comprehension exercises that we had done in Week 2. In my research journal (13 
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December 2010), I noted that “students were cooperative in answering questions in 

the handouts. They answered all questions and were able to share their answers with 

the class.” However, the students seemed to have issues in completing tasks that 

required them to work in a team. This was evidenced by the research team’s 

observation of classroom activities involving group work. In one instance, we 

conducted an activity that required the students to work in groups. We asked the 

students, in groups of four people, to search for two social networking sites online 

and provide a critical analysis of those sites based on their usefulness of the sites in 

terms of language, designs and functions.   When forming the groups, the students 

seemed uncomfortable; however, after firm encouragement, the students managed to 

form groups, which did not consist of four people in a group. Most groups were 

grouped according to gender, so we had almost all female and all male groups. Only 

two groups had a mixture of male and females in the group. In order to uphold a 

sense of freedom of choice to the students, we had allowed such grouping. During 

the discussion time, some students were doing the work attentively; however, there 

were also some students especially the male students who were not paying attention. 

It turned out that only one or two people in the group actually completed the task and 

the rest of the group members preferred to talk about other things. Arfah noted this to 

me in one of our informal conversations. Arfah commented that “The students are 

clueless. They sit in their groups and they don’t know what to do. Some students just 

sit and talk about other things! They are not doing the task that we asked them to 

do!” (Informal conversation, 15 December 2010). 

 

In addition, it seemed that the students were also struggling to work in teams while 

completing their first multiliteracies project, which was to create a career blog. On 
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the presentation day, I asked the students to share with the class the challenges they 

had faced in completing the first multiliteracies project. Through their Powerpoint 

presentation sides, almost all groups listed “teamwork” as the biggest challenge in 

completing the task (Classroom artefact, 22 December 2010). The students explained 

that it was difficult to get every member in the team to be involved in making the 

project a success. This was also supported by S11 and S12 in the informal 

conversation shown in Extract 4.15: 

 Extract 4.15 

S11: In my case, the challenge was to cooperate with each other. We 

sometimes blame each other for not doing their task. 

Fariza: Did you manage to solve the problem? 

S11: Yes, by doing all the work myself. 

Fariza: The rest? 

S12: Doing everything myself is okay, still fine. 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 

 

Extract 4.21 shows that the students had problems in getting cooperation from all 

group members and as a result they preferred to complete the multiliteracies project 

on their own. S11 solved teamwork issues by completing the task on his own and 

S12 commented that it was not a problem for him to complete the task on behalf of 

his team members. 

 

Reflection and Solution 

Our multiliteracies approach promotes collaborative learning and it seemed that the 

students considered working in teams as an obstacle. Analysing from socio-cultural 

perspectives, the team identified that this situation might be caused by the students’ 

previous classroom practices. It was most probably the end result of a teaching and 

learning practice that emphasized individual learning. This became evident when 

students were not able to negotiate teamwork in learning effectively, as shown by 
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findings in the planning stage. Some students mentioned that they were accustomed 

to learning based on examination practice.  For example, S14 stated that “In 

secondary school, I studied English language through English textbook. But, I still 

do composition and summary. Before examination came, my teacher gave a lot of 

exercises” (Classroom artefact, 8 December 2010). This statement shows that the 

students were accustomed to examination-based approaches and this cultural practice 

was influencing the way they were negotiating learning using the multiliteracies 

approach. Usually, in an examination-based learning situation, the students were 

encouraged to work individually in answering comprehension questions, mimicking 

the actual situation of an examination. Because of this the students were not 

accustomed to working in teams.  

 

Collaborative learning is highly recommended by socio-cultural theory as well as the 

multiliteracies approach, thus the team felt that we needed to encourage more group 

work in our future lessons. In order to do that, we decided to be more directive in 

terms of determining the group dynamics at the second cycle of the research project 

in contrast to giving the students total freedom in choosing their group members in 

this cycle.  It is important to note that teachers’ control is customary in the Malaysian 

classroom setting and is commonly well accepted (see to Chapter 2). Firstly, we 

decided that all groups should have a mix of male and female students. This was 

because the group dynamics in the first cycle were not effective where the students 

chose to work in all-male groups and all-female groups. We decided to put the 

students in a different social circle, a fusion of male and female students in one 

group, to encourage diversity in terms of perspectives and even thinking skills. 

Secondly, the number of group members in one group was limited to four people. It 
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was hoped that working in a smaller group would make it easier for the students to 

work in collaboration towards achieving a similar goal.  

 

An issue of oral presentation 

It appeared from our observations that the students were also having issues with oral 

presentations. Even though the tips and ways to a good presentation had been 

discussed in one of the lessons prior to the oral presentation, the students did not 

apply that knowledge in their actual oral presentations.  This was evidenced in the 

presentations of their first multiliteracies project. They were supposed to share their 

career blog and explain to the class about their choices for designs and themes 

featured in their blogs.  During the presentation, all students were reading word for 

word from the LCD projector wall screen rather than speaking to the audience. The 

students looked uncomfortable while presenting and did not maintain eye contact 

with the audience, except with me, their class teacher.  This was also confirmed by 

the students in a later informal conversation (22 January 2011), where S6 stated that 

“umm, during the first presentations, everyone just read from the screen”. 

Meanwhile, S1 agreed “So, we didn’t get what they were saying, because it was not 

our own words and we just read from the screen”.  

 

In addition, almost all students spoke with low volume during their presentation that 

a majority of the audience could not hear the presentations well (Research journal, 

22 December 2010). Siti noted that “I sat at the back just now, and I can’t hear 

anything! All I saw was their mouth moving and them looking at the screen!” 

(Informal conversation, 22 December 2010). As a result of these poor presentations, 

the audience did not pay attention. Most audience members talked to each other and 
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some students actually browsed the internet and accessed their Facebook pages and 

emails (Classroom observation, 22 December 2010). 

 

Reflection and Solution 

The research team viewed this issue as a minor problem. Due to the students’ 

examination-based learning background, they were mostly exposed to activities that 

highlighted answering sample examination questions in the classroom and less 

practice on oral presentations. Since conducting oral presentation is considered as 

one of the 21
st
 century skills that the research team would like to foster using the 

multiliteracies approach, we decided to have more in-class oral presentation practice 

in the coming cycle of the research project to enhance the students’ oral presentation 

skills.  

 

An issue of authenticity: The copy-paste culture 

Another issue that the students faced in the multiliteracies classroom was their ability 

to produce original and authentic works.  This point was reflected in the students’ 

final product of their first multiliteracies project. The research team noticed that most 

of the work or the career blogs presented on the presentation day was a result of a 

copy-paste culture. This term is a colloquial term, and commonly used in Malaysia 

to refer to the act of plagiarism form the Internet. The word originated from the 

functions of copy and paste in Microsoft Word program. The ‘copy-paste’ culture 

means the act of copying information from the internet and then putting it (using the 

paste function) in another document and claiming it as one’s own work. 

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

166 

 

This ‘copy-paste’ culture was very obvious in the students’ career blog. This was 

evidenced when the research team browsed the internet for some of the key words in 

the students’ career blogs, and as a result, we found a document that was exactly the 

same as the students’ document in their blog, word for word. For example, Figure 

4.1 shows a caption from a group of students’ career blog and Figure 4.2 shows a 

caption from a website from the internet. 

http://www.ehow.com/about_4595768_what-qualifications-become-teacher.html. 

Figure 4.1 and 4.2 show the similarities of the students’ career blog’s wordings to 

website. It shows that the students copied the text and then pasted the text on their 

career blog without any academic references.  

 

 

Figure 4.1  An example of a group of students’ career blog  

 

 

 

 

http://www.ehow.com/about_4595768_what-qualifications-become-teacher.html
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Figure 4.2 The exact wording used in the students’ career blog from a ehow.com 

website  

 

The students also confirmed that they plagiarised from another website when 

completing their first multiliteracies project.  In an informal conversation, as 

illustrated in Extract 4.16, they stated that; 

 Extract 4.16 

S6: Umm, during the first presentations, everyone just read from the 

screen. And then the content of the blogs was copied directly from the 

internet. 

S1: So, we didn’t get what they were saying, because it was not our own 

words and we just read from the screen.  

S2: Yeah, because we ‘copy and paste’ from the internet, 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

S11 confirmed the point that the students resorted to plagiarism in completing their 

first assignment, “the first assignment was not a documentary, and then it was hard 

to do work because we did a lot of copy-paste.” Here, S11 associated the difficulties 

of creating a career blog to their action of plagiarising from articles on the Internet.  
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In addition, at one classroom event, where the students were supposed to conduct a 

critical analysis of a few social networking websites online, instead of accessing the 

websites and conducting their own assessment of the functions and features of the 

websites, the students googled the phrase “ the advantages and disadvantages of 

Facebook”. From there the students copied the online articles written by other people 

and presented them as their own work. Most students did not even go to the websites 

they had chosen earlier to conduct the critical analysis; instead they relied on their 

Google search to complete the task (Classroom observation, 15 December 2010). 

This significant event shows that the students were not familiar with activities that 

required critical analysis, where they were supposed to be critical and practice higher 

order thinking skills such as analysing and evaluating.  

 

Reflection and solution  

The team concluded that perhaps the issue of authenticity was also an end result of 

the students’ cultural learning background. Students who were from the Malaysian 

learning background were familiar with the concept of prescriptive learning, where 

the teachers became the primary source of knowledge and theories, and the students 

absorbed all of the information like a sponge. In this prescriptive learning 

environment, students were not taught to be critical. They were more subservient and 

passive receivers of information. In our research project, the students brought similar 

learning traditions to our multiliteracies classroom, and as a result the students were 

not able to participate in learning activities that promoted critical thinking. During 

the critical analysis activities students were not able to think critically or even 

produce original work.  
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We viewed the copy-paste culture as a major problem because it was against the 

foundation of a multiliteracies approach, where students were supposed to use 

knowledge processes such as conceptualising, experiencing, analysing and applying 

(Kalantzis and Cope, 2004) that are deemed necessary in the learning of the 21
st
 

century. To solve this issue, the team decided to use the students’ cultural learning 

background to the advantage of the implementation of the multiliteracies approach. 

Instead of enforcing a new learning practice upon the students, it was better for us to 

incorporate their cultural learning background, which emphasized examination-based 

learning activities, together with the foundations of the multiliteracies approach.  As 

a result, we decided to make our lessons more prescriptive. Every task was to be 

explained in greater details and explained thoroughly according to order. Basically, 

we planned to have a step-by-step printed guideline on how to complete the task. In 

addition, to encourage critical thinking among students, the team suggested having 

more activities that required the students to share and discuss certain topics and 

issues with their friends and teachers in the following cycle. It was hoped that 

through these discussions, students would have diverse perspectives on the issues 

being discussed and that this would help to promote critical thinking.  

 

An issue of handling technology during learning 

From our observations, it seemed that the students were having issues in using or 

managing the use of technology in the classroom. Since the lessons were carried out 

in a computer laboratory, the structure of the room was designed for individual 

learning. The computer laboratory had 40 tables and 40 computers were stationed 

with wide aisles in between the rows. The layout was suitable for private learning, 

but it was not appropriate for interactive learning.  
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In most cases, due to the layout of the space, some students especially those who sat 

at the back of the computer laboratory were out of the teacher’s radar because of the 

huge distance of their stations and the teacher. Some students took this opportunity 

to do other work rather than participating in the lesson. For example, in conducting a 

critical analysis of the current social networking websites on the Internet, some 

students took the opportunity of using the computer to browse the Internet for 

personal purposes such as Facebook and emails. Only a few students actually used 

the computer to find information to complete the critical analysis (Classroom 

observation, 15 December 2010).  

 

The research team’s observation regarding the misuse of technology during learning 

was confirmed by some students in an informal conversation illustrated in Extract 

4.17. S11 expressed that he thought that learning using technological resources was 

useful; however, he felt that at this point the use of technology would not benefit 

their learning due to the misuse of these resources by certain individuals in the 

classroom. S10 and S11 viewed that more enforcement or control on the teachers’ 

part would be helpful in making sure that the use of technological resources could be 

used solely for learning purposes.  

 Extract 4.17 

Fariza: Okay, if given the chance, do you want to use more technology in the 

classroom? Or do you think it is not necessary? 

S10: I want to use more, 

S11: Actually, in theory it is useful to use computers in learning. But 

practically, I think it is hard to handle a group of class in a 

computer laboratory. Maybe some people, who sat at the back surf 

other websites that are not relevant such as Facebook.  So, I think it 

is not useful using technology in the classroom.  

Fariza: So, you think we should have more management in the classroom in 

terms of monitoring what the students are doing with the computers? 

S11: I think so, safety precaution (laughs). 

S10: Yes. Maybe we put camera at the back ((laughs)). 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 
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Reflection and Solution  

It seemed that the students had issues in handling the use of technology in their 

classroom (Professional discussion, 24 December 2010). This may be due to the fact 

that technology was so rarely used in their learning that, the students did not know 

how to manage technology such as computers and the Internet sensibly in a lesson. 

To counter this problem, the team decided to have more activities using the computer 

and Internet. This was to ensure that the students would have additional contact with 

the technological resources and would be able to familiarise themselves with the use 

of computers and the Internet during lessons. It was hoped that frequent use of the 

technological resources would familiarise the students with the multiliteracies 

approach learning environment. Once the students were familiar with the use of 

these resources, it was hoped that the students would learn to manage the usage of 

the computers and internet towards learning rather than for irrelevant and personal 

purposes.  

 

A question of active participation in designing their own learning 

It appears that the concept of active participation was not well-accepted by the 

students in our initial attempt of implementing multiliteracies approach in the 

Malaysian learning context.  Extract 4.18 shows that the students were not used to 

giving or sharing their opinions with their teachers. S10 stated that he never gives 

suggestions to his teachers and S12 viewed the practice as something to be feared.  It 

seemed that the concept of active participation was still foreign to the students 

because it was not a standard practice in Malaysian classrooms.  

 Extract 4.18 

Fariza: Are you comfortable with giving suggestions to your lecturers about 

the direction of your learning process? 

 Silent. 
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S10: We will know if we do it (laughs). 

S12: No. I am afraid 

Fariza: Why are you afraid? 

S12: Because I never do it before. 

Fariza: So, you have never done this? 

S12: Yes.  

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 

 

Data showed that the students had problems in expressing their opinions and sharing 

their views on matters related to their learning with their teachers.  This point was 

illustrated from our first informal conversation in order to get personal insights into 

the students’ initial experiences in learning the English language using the 

multiliteracies approach. It was interesting to see that most of the students were 

uncomfortable answering questions from us.  Most students remained silent and 

others who actually spoke did not elaborate their answers. For example, when asked 

to share their opinion regarding their learning experiences in a classroom that uses 

the multiliteracies approach, the students gave one-word answers and some actually 

refused to answer the question entirely. As researchers, we kept on encouraging them 

to speak by stating that their answers were not evaluated and the discussion was not 

an examination of their abilities in any way. However, it was not successful. Extract 

4.19 illustrated this point:   

 

 Extract 4.19 

Fariza:  How about the rest of you, do you have anything else to say on this 

topic? 

 Silent 

Fariza: Nothing? 

 Silent (with a few nods from a few students). 

Fariza: It is okay, you can talk to me. This is just an informal conversation, 

not a test, so I welcome your opinions. 

S8: Umm, (silent) 

Fariza: I am not judging you in any way. There is no judgement and no 

evaluation. Just a friendly chat. 

 Silent 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 
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Extract 4.20 also shows another instance of the point mentioned above. It was quite 

obvious that the students were uncomfortable in expressing their opinions especially 

about their teaching and learning experiences with me, at that time their classroom 

teacher. The students remained silent when I tried to initiate discussion on the topic 

of using videos as opposed to using print-based materials in classroom learning. S8 

said “yes” and did not elaborate his answer and the rest of the group nodded their 

heads to show agreement with S8’s statement.  As a result, the data for this cycle was 

quite short and not very descriptive.  This has been evidenced throughout this 

chapter of my dissertation. 

 Extract 4.20 

Fariza: So you are more comfortable having videos rather than print 

materials in the classroom? 

S8: Yes.  

Fariza: How about the rest of you, do you have anything to say on this 

matter? 

 Silent 

Fariza: Nothing? 

 Silent ( with a few nods from a few students) 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 

 

 

Extract 4.21 shows that S5 stated that she preferred the teacher to make all the 

decisions in terms of their teaching and learning rather than the students themselves 

giving opinions on that matter (Informal conversation, 20 December 2010). This was 

because, according to her, the teachers would know what was best for the students 

and it was not necessary for students to give more suggestions. In addition, S15 in a 

classroom artefact (8 December 2010) shared S5’s view where she stated “I think it 

not very important because lecturer know what they teach student. They refer to the 

Ministry of Higher Education.” To the students, the teachers were experts in their 

area and suggestions from students were not necessary. The thread of conversation 

(Extract 4.18 to Extract 4.21) shows that some students, at this point, were not ready 
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to contribute to the development of their own learning through sharing their views 

and opinions with their teachers.  

 Extract 4.21 

Arfah: What do you think about giving suggestions to your teachers about 

matters related to your own learning? 

S5: I think it was not necessary for students to give opinions to their 

teachers. 

Arfah: Even though about your own learning? 

S5: Yes. I think the teachers know better than the students. 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 

 

Reflection and Solution  

It seemed that the students were not familiar with the concept of active participation 

in designing their own learning. The research team thought that the cultural 

classroom practices that stressed the examination success probably contributed to 

this issue (Professional discussion, 24 December 2010). Due to limited practice in 

listening and speaking skills activities in the examination-based learning 

background, the students were familiar with giving or writing their answers on paper 

and they seemed uncomfortable in expressing their opinions verbally. In an 

examination-based context, where right and wrong answers were very crucial, 

perhaps the students were worried about giving the wrong answer. Since the students 

were not comfortable in sharing their opinions verbally, we decided to use a genre 

that the students were all familiar with in an examination-based context, which was 

the writing genre. We decided to use an alternative where students would express 

their views and opinions about their own learning in a series of reaction papers 

throughout the research project. These papers would be a more suitable outlet for 

students to express their views and opinions in writing. 
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The research team also felt that the students were reluctant to express their opinions 

due to the complex cultural influence that surround the teacher-student relationship 

in the Malaysian context. Firstly, the teacher-student relationship is based on a 

hierarchical structure. Due to this, students, being at the bottom part of the structure, 

are usually obligated to show respect to the teachers who are at a superior place in 

the hierarchical structure. Secondly, teachers are usually older than the students and 

according to the Malaysian culture it is not appropriate to speak up to the elders. The 

students’ reluctance in expressing their opinions in the above instances, therefore, 

could actually be understood as a sign of respect towards their teachers (Aminuddin 

et al., 2010; Fung, 2010; Novera, 2004). Thirdly, the Malaysian community also put 

importance on the concept of face value and maintaining harmonious relationships 

among the community members. Perhaps, the students were fearful to express their 

opinions because they were worried that the teachers would be offended and this 

would disturb the harmonious relationships between teachers and students (see 

Chapter 2). Finally, teachers in a Malaysian community are often considered as the 

main source of knowledge and experts (Aminuddin et al., 2010), thus most probably 

the students felt that it was not necessary to challenge the teachers’ knowledge.  

 

The complex relationship between teachers and students in Malaysian contexts 

defined the relationship that we have with our students and we decided to 

incorporate active participation from students in our lessons step by step. The main 

issue to tackle was to bridge the gap between teachers and students. In order to do 

this, the team suggested having more informal conversations with the students 

during class time. This was necessary to build good relationships and rapport with 

the students thus making the students feel more comfortable in expressing their 
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opinions. It was hoped that by building good rapport with the students, the teachers 

would be able to bridge the culturally–determined gap between teachers and students 

and make the students feel closer to the teachers. It was hoped that through these 

efforts, the students would be more willing to share ideas and opinions especially 

about their teaching and learning processes.   

 

 

REFLECTING ON OUR FIRST ATTEMPT IN IMPLEMENTING 

A MULTILITERACIES APPROACH IN AN EXAMINATION-

BASED CONTEXT:  FAILURE VERSUS TRIAL RUN 

Initially, looking at the data from the first attempt of implementing multiliteracies 

approach in a Malaysian learning context, the research team saw this cycle as a 

failure (Professional discussion, 24 December 2010). We initially had the idea that 

the findings were opposing the basic concepts of multiliteracies approach in almost 

every way. The knowledge processes such as conceptualising; experiencing, 

analysing and applying (Cope and Kalantzis, 2004) and the knowledge and 21
st
 

century skills emphasized by the multilitercaies approach (The New London Group, 

1996, 2000) that we hoped to be present in the students’ classroom artefacts were 

mostly underdeveloped.  It seemed that we had failed to coordinate a multiliteracies 

classroom that applied all the concepts and foundations that underlie multiliteracies 

pedagogy and a socio-cultural theory on learning. At one point of time, all of the 

research team members, deep in our hearts, considered that this research project was 

moving towards disaster as evidenced in Extract 4.22: 

 Extract 4.22 

Fariza: To tell you the truth, after the first cycle I was so worried about the 

outcome. I was ready to call my supervisor and tell her that I am not 
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getting anything from the research project; I was ready to send a 

SOS signal (laughs). 

Siti: (laughs) I was worried too; looking at the students’ cold response 

was very scary. 

Fariza: Yeah (laugh)). 

 Informal conversation, 5 January 2011 

 

 

Due to this “failure”, the research team was determined to fix the problems as 

participatory action research recommends that practical solutions be taken after 

reflecting on and analysing one’s own social practice.  In conjunction with the 

conceptual framework of the study, we analysed each issue that had emerged from 

the socio-cultural perspective, to identify the underlying cause of the students’ 

responses and the ways the students negotiated learning using the multiliteracies 

approach. We looked at the issues and we provided practical solutions that would 

suit our background and practices (Professional discussion, 24 December 2011).  

During this process, we discovered that our first attempt of implementing the 

multiliteracies approach in the Malaysian learning context was not a disappointment. 

This was evidenced in an interview with Arfah at the end of the first cycle as 

illustrated in Extract 4.23. 

 Extract 4.23 

Fariza: Do you think that our first cycle is a success in achieving our goals? 

Arfah: I think Cycle 1 was more of an experiment for the students and 

teachers. We expected them [the students] to be able to carry out the 

assignment, but we forgot that the students did not come from, the 

students are first year students and they were from schools. So, 

instead of having the objectives achieved, it was more of a, not to 

say it was a failure, but we overlooked some things, some criteria. 

Fariza: What do you mean by the criteria? Do you mean that the students 

were from schools and they have a different learning culture? 

Arfah: Yes. They were usually guided. When they enter a university, they 

are not sure of the learning culture here.  

Fariza:  So, it was an experiment for us as well, right? 

Arfah: Yeah, we expected something different, but it turned out differently. 

 Interview, 5 January 2011 
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Extract 4.23 also shows that the research team were looking at this research project 

from a different perspective at the beginning, where we saw the examination-based 

learning context as an obstacle to the implementation of multiliteracies approach. We 

initially did not consider the students’ cultural learning and practices as an essential 

element in the students’ lives and at the same time influenced the direction and 

outcome of our research project. Siti called the first cycle a ‘trial run’ for 

multiliteracies approach to be implemented. Arfah regarded it as an experimental 

stage. Soon after, we realized that our first attempt was actually an orientation stage 

for both teachers and students.  

 

It was a definitely a phase of adjustment for students. The students stated that they 

were getting to know their classmates. This research project was conducted in the 

first week of the students’ first semester in Bakti Polytechnic. According to the 

students, they did not know their classmates well enough for them to work 

collaboratively for the success of their first multiliteracies project as illustrated in 

Extract 4.24. 

 Extract 4.24 

Fariza: What is the difference of your experience in Cycle 1 as compared to 

Cycle 2? Do you see any differences in terms of your experiences?  

S11: That’s it. The first assignment was not a documentary. It was 

difficult because we did a lot of’ copy and paste [plagiarising from 

the internet]. In our second assignment, we had a lot of teamwork. 

So, 

S10: Maybe we need to improve; we can’t be at the same place all the 

time. It gets better with time. 

S12: Yeah, for the first assignment, we were new to this polytechnic. We 

were not close to each other yet.  

Fariza: Was it an adjustment period for you? 

S12: This is already our seventh, eighth weeks together, so it is easier to 

communicate.  

S11: It is the documentary (multiliteracies project) that made us closer 

together; we had a lot of interaction.  

 Interview, 5 January 2011 
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Extract 4.25 shows that the students mentioned that they had come from a different 

learning environment and needed time to adjust to the new approach of learning 

(Informal conversation, 19 January 2011). According to the S6, they were 

accustomed to learning in a teacher-centred learning system as well as an 

examination-based environment which were contrary to what they were experiencing 

through the multiliteracies approach. She asserted that they now had to learn through 

a whole new learning approach and environment, which was an approach that 

incorporated multiliteracies. Due to this point, the students agreed that they needed 

time to adjust to the learning approach that was fairly “new” to them.   

 Extract 4.25 

Fariza: Okay, let us discuss the differences of cycle one and cycle two.  I 

could see there was change of attitude. When you were doing your 

career blog, you were less motivated. 

S2: I think we were still shy. 

S6: Because we didn’t know each other yet. 

S1: Yup. We didn’t know our classmates too.  

S6: And then we were still adjusting to the new learning approach. We 

used to learn using text books, but here we learn through different 

ways, different environment.  

S1: Something new to us.  

S6: Yup, definitely something new.  

 Interview, 19 January 2011 

 

 

The above point was also affirmed by other students as illustrated in Extract 4.26. S8 

and S9 mentioned that they were stunned by the differences of the learning culture 

between the multiliteracies classroom and their examination-based learning 

background. According to them, this factor contributed to the poor performance of 

their first multiliteracies project. They had difficulties in understanding learning 

through the multiliteracies approach and needed time to adjust to the new learning 

approach.  

 Extract 4.26 

S8: I felt like completing the task with all my might, you know, give a 
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100% percent.  

S7: I wanted to do the best  

S9: We were quite confused at the first cycle.  

Arfah: Why? 

S9: It was like a cultural shock to us because we had just finished school.  

S8: Yeah, just finished school and then suddenly we had to do our own 

blogs (laughs). 

S9: We had a different experience (in Cycle 2) because we are already 

used to this approach of learning, so we could complete the 

assignment (multiliteracies project 2) 

 Interview, 5 January 2011 

 

It was also something new for the research team, as this was the first time we had 

used the multiliteracies approach to teach. We were tied to the ideas and concepts of 

multiliteracies learning in Western literatures and had decided that our own 

multiliteracies classroom should have a similar outcome. In reality, our first attempt 

was a platform for us to understand our own practices better in order for us to 

suggest solutions that best suited our community (Research journal, 19 August 2011) 

as suggested by participatory action research. Using the socio-cultural perspective, 

we finally understood that the students’ examination-based learning background and 

practices were not a huge obstacle to the implementation of the multiliteracies 

approach. In fact, understanding the students’ distinctive socio-cultural background 

helped us to create a contextualized multiliteracies approach that would best fit the 

Malaysian learning context. Our first attempt of implementing a multiliteracies 

approach was not a failure but a trial run for a multiliteracies approach to be 

implemented in a different setting with different cultural practices. Extract 4.27 

shows an entry in my research journal (24 August 2011) where I noted that; 

Extract 4.27 

 In this research project, the implementation of multiliteracies approach took a 

different meaning. Our multiliteracies approach now was not only about providing a 

new learning environment or creating a new learning approach, but also about 

learning about what the society treasured most. 

Research Journal, 24 August 2011 
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SUMMARY OF THIS CHAPTER 

This chapter has explained the action research processes that were undertaken by the 

research team which includes planning, action, observation and reflection on our first 

attempt of implementing multiliteracies approach in the Malaysian learning context. 

This chapter began with explaining the teachers’ previous pedagogical practice as 

well as the students’ previous language learning background. It then elaborated on 

the observation and reflection of data from the first cycle of the Multiliteracies 

Project.  The first cycle of the Multiliteracies Project was first viewed as a failure, 

but subscribing to the socio-cultural perspective, the research team discovered new 

ways of implementing the multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian context.  

 

The next chapter will discuss the data and findings of the second cycle of the 

Multiliteracies Project where the research team implemented the amendments 

discussed in Chapter 4.  
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CHAPTER 5 

THE SECOND ATTEMPT OF IMPLEMENTING 

MULTILITERACIES APPROACH IN THE MALAYSIAN 

CONTEXT: FUSING A MULTILITERACIES 

APPROACH WITH MALAYSIAN CULTURES 

 

PREVIEW 

Chapter 4 explained the data and findings from the first cycle of the Multiliteracies 

Project which focused on the socio-cultural issues that influenced the ways the 

students’ initially negotiated learning through the multiliteracies approach.  Chapter 

4 also suggested practical solutions to address the issues raised in that chapter. 

 

Chapter 5 will discuss data and findings from the second cycle of the Multiliteracies 

Project. The data and findings will be discussed based on the action research process 

of planning, action, observation and reflection. The chapter will end with the 

research team’s reflective analysis on the overall issues of the implementation of the 

multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian learning context.   

 

 

 

 

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

183 

 

PLANNING: REFLECTING THE ANALYSIS OF THE FIRST 

CYCLE OF MULTILITERACIES RESEARCH PROJECT  

At the beginning of the planning stage of the second cycle, the research team 

reflected on the reflective analysis from the first cycle of the Multiliteracies Project 

in a professional discussion session. In the two-hour discussion, we raised several 

relevant issues that were significant in our first attempt of implementing the 

multiliteracies approach in the Malaysian learning context.   We saw three areas that 

needed to be considered in the planning of the second part of the module where it 

was essential to address the cultural issues surrounding teachers’ and students’ 

relationship in the classroom. 

 

Firstly, based on the reflective analysis of the first cycle, the research team was 

aware of the cultural relationship between teacher and students during the learning 

process in the classroom, where teachers are often seen as the experts and the main 

provider of knowledge and information, while students are often considered as 

recipients of knowledge. The popular belief held in the Asian was that students were 

empty vessels to be filled (Chia, 2009; Gan, 2009; Jin & Cortazzi, 2006; Kennedy, 

2002; Wong, 2004). In contrast, the research team believed that the students had 

their own existing knowledge and our role was to boost their knowledge by 

providing new knowledge and helping students transform their current practices by 

combining their existing knowledge with the knowledge gained in the classroom. 

This point was also highlighted in the discussion of the notion of the zone of 

proximal development in socio-cultural theory, and situated practice and overt 

instruction of multiliteracies pedagogy. In order to do that, the research team decided 
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to use the students’ cultural practices in learning to the advantage of the research 

project.  

 

Since the students were accustomed to the idea that teachers provide all information 

required for the learning session, the research team thought that the teachers should 

play a more active role in providing information and guiding the students in learning 

activities. The research team decided to provide detailed description and step-by-step 

guides for all classroom tasks, activities and the second multiliteracies project. The 

detailed descriptions were provided in writing so that all students would have access 

at all times to the necessary information. In addition, we scheduled regular meetings 

with every group to monitor their progress and provide feedback and support in 

terms of completing the second multiliteracies project.  

 

Secondly, the reflective analysis of the first cycle showed that the students were 

influenced by the status difference between teachers and students which is common 

in a Malaysian learning context. Often, there is a gap in the relationship between 

teachers and students due to different status in the hierarchical structure. Teachers 

are at the top of the hierarchical structure and therefore viewed as superior. 

Meanwhile, students who are at the bottom of the structure are viewed as having 

inferior status, therefore they need to listen and obey the teachers as a sign of respect 

(Badli Esham & Faizah, 2010; Fung, 2010; Novera, 2004). Due to this gap in status, 

in most cases teachers and students have minimal dialogues during the learning 

process. To address this issue, we decided to minimize the status difference in the 

teacher-student relationship through having more informal and casual dialogues with 

the students.  It would be quite unfeasible for us to have casual learning 
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environments such as in the Western learning setting where the students could 

address the teachers using their first name because the practice contradicts Malaysian 

cultural practice. Thus, it was sufficient for us to begin with a small step by trying to 

maintain good rapport with the students through casual teacher-student conversations 

between our lessons. This effort was to minimize the gap between student and 

teacher and encourage a more positive environment to cultivate a sense of agency 

between teachers and students.  

 

Thirdly, it seemed that the students’ cultural practices in the classroom were 

influencing the way they negotiated learning activities that required critical thinking. 

In the previous cycle of the Multiliteracies Project, the students had issues with 

producing authentic works. Most students preferred to continue with a ‘copy-paste’ 

culture, where they took information directly from online articles and put it in their 

documents without any academic reference to the original work. The copy-paste 

culture is a form of plagiarism and the research team were determined to change that 

culture in the second cycle. In the second cycle, we aimed to emphasized activities 

that required the students to be engaged in higher order thinking skills such as 

analysing, synthesizing and applying their knowledge to produce something new or 

create a new practice in alignment with the principles of multiliteracies pedagogy.  

We intended to do this by controlling the students’ group work dynamics as well as 

by conducting more activities that required critical analysis by students. This effort 

was also related to the second issue discussed earlier, which was creating 

opportunities for teacher-student interaction. It was hoped that by having more 

teacher-student interactions, the students would be more inclined to express and 

share their opinions and later develop critical thinking.  
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In short, the multiliteracies approach in the second cycle of the Multiliteracies 

Project was going to include the following amendments: 

1. The provision of more guidance and information from the teachers by 

providing detailed descriptions of all tasks and learning activities; 

2. A reduction in the status  gap between teachers and students through having 

more informal and casual interactions between teachers and students; 

3. The encouragement of critical thinking among students through engagement 

with critical thinking activities and the development of a sense of agency 

among the students.  

 

 

ACTION: THE SECOND MULTILITERACIES MODULE 

Summary of the second multiliteracies module 

This section provides the main aspects of the second multiliteracies module based on 

the detailed description that has been discussed in Chapter 3. 

 

The main aspects of the second multiliteracies project were: 

 The project was to produce a 15-minute documentary (news-like 

documentary equivalent to Malaysia’s Majalah 3 and Australia’s Win TV’s 

A Current Affair) based on the findings of a mini research on issues in their 

community.  

 The tasks were carried out in groups of four to five people. 

 The documentaries consisted of: 
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 a brief explanation of the issue as a whole through reading online 

articles related to the issue  

 insights on the  from community members obtained through survey 

questionnaires and interviews.  

 Students were encouraged to use their mobile phones, digital cameras or 

video cameras to record the documentaries. 

 

All the lessons in the second part of the module were related to the second 

multiliteracies project. The lessons included: 

 critical analysis practices; 

 skills to synthesize and evaluate information from a variety of multimodal 

resources;  

 research skills; 

 technological consultation. 

 

 

OBSERVATION AND REFLECTION: ISSUES ADDRESSED 

Learning beyond the traditional print-based resources: A time for 

multimodality  

From informal conversations with the students, it appeared that the students were 

tired of learning using traditional print-based resources in learning. Data showed that 

they preferred to have multimodality as well as the use of technological resources in 

their learning. In one informal conversation, when I enquired whether the students 

enjoyed learning using technological resources, the students responded almost 

instantaneously before I could complete my question. This was shown in Extract 5.1:  
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 Extract 5.1 

Fariza: Okay. Do you like using technology in learning? For example, 

S2: Yes. 

S6: Yes! 

Fariza: such as using movie maker , the internet, online articles, movie 

clips 

S6: Yes 

S2: Yes 

Fariza: Did you use your hand phone for recording? 

S1: I used my friend’s hand phone. 

S6: Yeah, handphone. 

Fariza: Why do you like to use technology in your learning? 

S1: It is fun. 

S6: It makes learning interesting.  

S1: Yes, it makes it [learning] different from the rest. 

S6: It was fun because we don’t have to read books all the time.   

S1: Something other than books. Books are boring  

S6: It was like we had something important to do. 

S1: Other than reading books. 

Fariza: You keep on repeating that you need something else other than 

books. Why?  

S6: Not that we don’t like books, we would love to read books too, 

but, 

S1: Umm 

Fariza: Reading books bore you or reading books is too customary?  

S1: We are so used to reading books, Technology is different. 

Fariza: How is it different? 

S6: Books are just words on paper, but using technology we get to 

have sounds and pictures. It is interesting.  

S1: Yes 

S6: Books are just words; we have to visualize it in our minds.  

Fariza: So you are interested with pictures, sounds, videos? 

S2: pictures, 

All 

students: 

Yes! (laugh) 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

In Extract 5.1, S1 claimed that learning using technology was different from the rest 

of her learning experience. She preferred learning using technology because it was 

something other than reading typed words on a page. This shows that the students 

were weary of learning through print based resources such as books and printed 

handouts. Another instance of the students’ weariness towards the use of monomodal 

print-based resources was evidenced by another informal conversation (22 January 
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2011) where S8 mentioned that as students, they had been learning through reading 

books for almost 12 years, starting from the primary education level and continuing 

to the secondary level. He insisted that it was now time for them to move to 

something new which was multimodality and the use of technological resources. 

 

 The students also explained the reasons why they needed the shift from using 

traditional print-based resources to multimodal resources. In Extract 5.1, S1 

mentioned that the use of technology in learning was different because of its 

multimodal representations such as sounds (audio) and pictures (visual). This 

statement was supported by S6, who viewed the use of technological resources in 

learning as lending significance to the whole learning experience rather than reading 

words from books and perhaps answering examination questions. Even though S2 

was a bit quiet throughout the conversation; nearing the end she expressed her 

agreement with the point that the use of technological resources in learning offered a 

whole new genre in learning resources other than the printed words on paper. 

Through the multiliteracies approach, the students experienced learning through 

multimodal resources that included printed words on paper, pictures, sounds, and 

videos. 

 

Extract 5.2 shows the conversation between Siti, Arfah and a group of male students 

about the use of technological resources in learning. The students suggested that the 

use of technological resources in learning was more fun and interesting compared to 

the use of traditional print-based resources. S7 stated that that the use of 

technological resources was different from the traditional resources that are usually 

used in Malaysian learning contexts, therefore making learning more interesting. S8 
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and S9 stressed the point that using technological resources in learning was easy 

without elaborating more about the point. However, when asked whether they would 

prefer the use of traditional print-based resources or technological resources in 

learning, the students firmly opted for technology-based learning.  It seemed that 

they preferred using technological resources because the resources were 

contemporary and perhaps more related to their lives outside the classroom. S7 

pointed out that the use of technological resources in learning was more modern. S8 

insisted that learning activities that used technological resources were fun as no other 

subjects at the polytechnic had utilised technology in such a way as in our 

multiliteracies classroom; and he was confident that the use of latest technological 

gadgets cultivated interest among students to learn.  

 

 Extract 5.2 

Siti: Okay, next one, what do you think about using technology such as 

computer 

S9: Of course yes! 

S7: Yes 

Siti: Yes? Okay, a big yes. Why? 

S7: Not traditional 

Arfah: Why?  

S7: More interesting. 

S8: Easy to use 

S9: Yeah, it is easy to make , easy to use 

Siti: Why easy? 

S9: Easy, so easy 

Siti: What do you mean by easy?  

S9: easy, just like, 

Siti: Was it easy because you already knew how to use the gadgets such 

as camera? 

S9: Yeah 

Siti: If you were given a chance to choose between traditional learning 

and technology-based learning, which one would you choose? 

S7: Technology 

Siti: Why? Was it because it was easy?  

S7: Yes 

Siti:  Apart from that? 

S7: [It is] more modern 

Siti: Okay. What do you think about using computers and the Internet in 
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learning English? Do you think it is fun or boring? 

S9: [It is] fun. 

Arfah: Why? Was it because of Facebook? 

 (All students laugh) 

S9: Facebook? Not really. 

Siti: Okay, so why do you think it is good to learn using computers and 

the Internet? 

S8: Because, one because it is fun. In other subjects, we do not use 

computers, right. So, this [learning using technology] will cultivate 

interests among the students to learn the English language using the 

latest technology.  

S7: It was easy to find information. 

Siti: Easy to find information? Just googled for them, right? 

S7: Yeah. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

 

Learning using technological resources was associated with a pleasant learning 

experience as mentioned by a group of female students talking to Siti and Arfah in 

an earlier informal conversation (see Extract 5.3). The students confirmed that they 

enjoyed learning using technological resources. Even though the students did not 

elaborate on their answers, they were certain that the use of technological resources 

provided a pleasurable learning experience as compared to their previous learning 

experiences in examination-based learning contexts, where print-based resources 

were always utilized. S5 stated that throughout her learning experience, the only 

technology that she used was the computer and the Internet. S3 agreed to the 

statement stating that the experience of using technological resources through the 

multiliteracies approach was different from her previous learning experiences, where 

computers and the Internet were used solely to search for information. 

 Extract 5.3 

Siti: Next, do you like using the latest technology such as computers, 

internet and mobile phones in learning English? 

S4 Yes, yes. 

S5: Of course. 

Siti: Why? 

 (All students laugh) 
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S4: More fun! [as compared to the traditional learning print based  

resources]. 

S3: Yeah. 

Arfah: Do you have any other subjects that use technology in learning? 

S5: Just the internet. 

Siti: To search for information? 

S3: Yes. Not like this one [multiliteracies approach]. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

The conversation excerpt in Extract 5.4 shows that the students once again 

mentioned that they preferred the use of multimodal resources such as videos and 

online articles as the learning resources as compared to using traditional print-based 

materials such as text books and handouts.  S2 stated that she preferred the use of 

videos rather than books because it was easier to understand videos due to their 

multimodal properties such as pictures and sounds. It seemed that the students 

understood information relayed through multimodal resources better, as confirmed 

by S6. Moreover, the students stated that the combination of the traditional print-

based resources and multimodal resources provided them with better learning 

contexts. According to them, the use of a single media, such as videos, is not suitable 

in learning thus they recommended the combination of all media to make learning 

more interesting.  

 Extract 5.4 

Fariza: Okay, do you still remember that we used online articles and movie 

clips in our 

S1: Umm 

Fariza: lessons? Do you like those kind text types? 

S2: I prefer lessons using movies. 

Fariza Why? 

S2; Because we could understand more 

Fariza: Why is it easier to understand lessons that used movies? 

S1: We could understand the storyline better, as compared to reading it 

in books 

S6: Yeah. 

S2: You don’t have pictures and sounds in books.  

S6: If we watch movies, we could understand the storyline from the 

beginning 

Fariza: So you think that if you have visuals you would understand better? 
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S1: Yes, we have sounds, movement  

S6: sounds, movement  

Fariza: How about reading print texts such as books? 

S1: A bit more difficult because we have to visualize on our own.  

S2: We have to make our imagination runs wild  

S6: Not to say that books doesn’t help our learning process, but they 

are not as effective as movies.  

Fariza You feel it is easier to understand lessons using movies?  

S1: Easier to understand 

 All students: Yeah (students laugh) 

Fariza: Okay, if we use the combination of print text and digital text, visual 

texts such as movies, and online articles, do you think it is more 

effective to help learning?  

S2: Yes, [it is] more effective. 

S1 & 

S2 

 Yes. 

Fariza: If we use just movies?  

S6: A bit boring then (laughs). If we watch movies every day, it would 

be boring!   

S2: If we watch movies every day, we would pass out (due to boredom) 

(laughs) 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

Data from the current study showed that the students were really drawn to learning 

using technological resources due to their multimodal characteristics. The 

multimodality was described as being the focal point in assisting the students in the 

learning process. The students, on different occasions mentioned that they had 

enough of learning using traditional print-based resources such as books and 

handouts. They described the experience of using technological resources in learning 

as fun and enjoyable. They kept on repeating that the move from traditional print-

based resources to multimodal technological resources was something different and 

made learning more significant. These findings display the reasons for an urgent 

need to replace the practice of using print-based resources with the combination of 

print-based and multimodal resources. Not only the students seemed to be connected 

to multimodal resources due to its connection to their lives outside the classroom, 
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but the use of these resources seemed to draw the students to participate in learning 

activities more actively. 

 

Learning with a sense of adventure: New, challenging yet fun! 

In talking to the students about their learning through multiliteracies approach 

experiences, most students were shocked and surprised by the nature of the 

multiliteracies approach. They explained that the approach provided a whole new 

learning experience for them. This was evidenced by an informal conversation 

between Arfah, Siti and a group of male students in Extract 5.5: 

 Extract 5.5 

Siti: What was your first reaction when you read the description of the 

second assignment? 

S8: At first, when I got the second assignment, I was shocked because I 

have never gotten this type of assignment, a documentary type. I think 

this was a new experience for me as well as my friends.  

S9: Same here. 

Siti: Anyone had a different view? 

S9: Different view?  

Siti: Apart from feeling shocked and first time getting this type of 

assignment? 

S7: A new experience.  

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

This point was also confirmed by another group of students in an informal 

conversation with me as illustrated in Extract 5.6. Here the students repeatedly 

mentioned that their first reaction towards the second multiliteracies project was 

shock and surprise. S1 and S6 further stated that they had never done that kind of 

assignment before in their previous learning. They then compared their learning 

experiences in the examination-based learning contexts, where they were 

accustomed to writing exercises and role play conversations in the classroom. They 

noted that they also were accustomed to sharing their discussion ideas through 

writing the points on a piece of mah-jong paper and presenting them to the class.  It 
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was obvious that presenting ideas through a documentary was something completely 

new to the students. The transcription in Extract 5.5 and Extract 5.6 might not show 

the excitement of the students in describing their feelings towards learning through 

the multiliteracies approach, but, by listening and being in that conversation, I 

noticed that the students were excited by the notion of the second multiliteracies 

project. They smiled, laughed and spoke with excited tone of voice, showing their 

enthusiasm towards learning through the multiliteracies approach (Research journal, 

22 January 2011). S6, at the end of Extract 5.6, noted that she was surprised when 

reading the description of the second multiliteracies approach; however, discovered 

that the project was fun to do. Meanwhile, S1 expressed her excitement by saying 

she could not wait to do the project right after reading the description of the second 

multiliteracies project.  

 Extract 5.6 

Fariza: When you read the description of your second assignment for the 

first time, how do you feel at that time? 

S6: Shocked 

S1: Shocked (laughs) 

Fariza: Why? 

S1: Because we haven’t done it before, we have never done that kind 

of assignment.  

S6: Never done it before. Before this, in school, we did a lot of 

homeworks.  

S1: Never done it before, I have never done my own video. Never! 

Fraiza: Ooo, you have never done this kind of assignment? 

S6: This was our first time (laughs) 

Fariza: Your first time? What kind of work that you usually do in schools?  

S1: In school, we used to do a lot of writing  

S6: We used to have discussions, just normal conversations.  

Fariza: And then, what did you do after the discussions? 

S1: We had to write papers.  

S2: Yup, we used books and mah-jong papers ( to write their 

discussion findings)  

S6: Yes, we wrote [our answers] on the mah-jong papers and then we 

presented [to the class]. That was a normal scenario, but when 

we do this [the multiliteracies project], it is a new thing for us.  

Fariza: It was a new experience to you and that is why you were shocked?  

S2, S6, 

S1 

Yes.  
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S2: A bit shocked 

S6: Yes, shocked. But, it was kinda fun.  

S1: I couldn’t wait to do it. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

In another informal conversation with a different group of students, the students 

expressed that they too felt surprised after reading the description of the second 

multiliteracies project. In Extract 5.7, S11 described that he felt strange because the 

nature of the multiliteracies project was something he was not used to. S12 made a 

joke about his own experience being a co-host together with a taller girl, perhaps 

showing his positive experience in completing the project. Meanwhile S10 directly 

informed me that he was shocked because the project was something new to him and 

he had no basic experience in completing such a project or producing a documentary.  

 Extract 5.7 

Fariza: What was your first reaction when you read about the description of 

the second assignment? 

S11:  Ooo 

S12: Assignment 2? Shocked! 

S11: Felt really strange. 

Fariza: Why did you feel strange? 

S11: We have never done that kind of assignment, so when we get it, we 

felt it was strange. 

S12: felt like we were becoming artistes, could do a bit of acting (students 

laugh) 

Fariza: S12, why did you feel shocked? 

S12: because we had to act and had to stand next to a tall person as co 

host (laughs) 

Fariza: (laughs) S10? 

S10: I was shocked as well, but I like to take it easy for a while and think 

it over later 

Fariza: Why were you surprised? 

S10: Because we had to do our own documentary, [we have] no 

experience at all.  No basic experience. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

Data show that the students really valued the sense of adventure in learning, and this 

sense of adventure had become a motivator for the students to work harder to solve 

problems and complete the multiliteracies project. In an examination-based learning 
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context, where passing the examination is generally the primary goal, teachers 

sometimes take little notice of the significance of incorporating a sense of adventure 

into learning experiences. In these learning contexts, learning is always seen as 

something formal, and sometimes it is disassociated from the students’ lives outside 

the classroom; often a sense of adventure is not one of the considerations in 

producing an effective lesson (Professional discussion, 2 February 2011).  

 

Meanwhile, in the current research project, in many instances, the students described 

that learning through the multiliteracies approach provided a sense of adventure and 

challenge. Extract 5.8 is an excerpt of an informal conversation between a group of 

female students and myself, where the students described the challenges they faced 

in completing the second multiliteracies project. They described their difficulties in 

completing the second multiliteracies project, such as issues of time, technical 

aspects, team participation, other people’s perception as well as self confidence. 

However, there was a pleasant twist, surprisingly after all the complaints; the 

students summarized their experiences in completing the second multiliteracies 

project as fun and enjoyable. Plus, they had the opinion that completing the project 

was quite challenging, but the challenges they faced were actually the motivating 

factors for them to continue completing their documentary. They described their 

learning experiences through the multiliteracies approach as an exploration or 

‘adventure’. 

 Extract 5.8 

S6: We had time constraints.  

S1: Yup, we didn’t have time; we had problems with the system 

[technical aspects]. 

S6: We had a few disagreements with the members of the group.  

S1: We had to race time, we did the task in our English class, and then 

we had math class. 

Fariza: So, you have time constraints? 
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S1: Then, we had to do the recording at the students’ shop, I felt shy to 

do it.  

S6: Yes, a bit shy to do it (laughs) 

Fariza: You felt shy?  

S6: Yes, a bit 

S1: I felt so shy! People were looking at me and I could imagine they 

are saying ‘what nonsense is this kid doing’ (laughs)  

S6: People were looking at us, 

Fariza: So, when people were looking at you doing the video, you felt 

embarrassed? So why do you like the experience?   

S6: Not that we don’t like it, even though we felt shy, but we enjoyed 

doing it.  

S1: Yeah (laughs) 

S6: That was a challenge.  

Fariza: Did the challenge made you feel motivated?  

S1 & 

S6 

Yes. 

S2: I like the challenge, the adventures  

Fariza: So, learning was actually an adventure? 

S2: Yes! 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

In another informal conversation with a group of male students illustrated in Extract 

5.9, the experience of completing the second multiliteracies project was described as 

a risk that they were willing to take. Similarly, these male students described the 

hardships they had to go through in producing their mini research projects and 

documentaries. S12 and S11 reiterated their effort in producing the recording for the 

documentary; they mentioned that they had to do the recordings several times due to 

external factors in their surroundings. However, they felt it was challenging and that 

it encouraged them to continue to complete the tasks. 

 

 Extract 5.9 

Fariza: Do you like your experiences in completing the assignment? 

S12: I like it 

Fariza: Why? 

S12: Because [in order to complete the documentary] we had to do the 

recording not just one time but [we had to do], take 1, take 2, take 3. 

A lot of times before it were successful. 

S11: A  lot of times, 

Fariza: Really? I though it just took you one time to complete the recording. 
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S12: Because we laughed a lot 

S11: Sometimes, when we were doing the recording, we could not see his 

eyes, 

S12: And, then, it was a bit noisy because [we did the recording] at the 

cafeteria. The volume of the television was also loud. Sometimes 

when we were reading the script, 

S11: people passed by, 

S12: Sometimes the scripts were delayed and we were already talking, 

Fariza: How did you write the scripts? 

S12: Huge. 

S11: on an A3 size paper. 

S12: on A3 paper. 

Fariza: Oo, that’s the trick. You looked so professional! 

 (All students laugh) 

S11: Not really .We had issues with our eye contact. 

S10: Yes, our eyes seemed like we were reading. 

Fariza: So, S10, was it a positive or negative experience for you? 

S10: Positive ,umm,  we were doing something that we have not done 

before, meaning we were doing something new, 

Fariza: Umm, so you were trying something new?  Why do you like to try 

something new? 

S10: Umm, meaning we were taking risks to see whether the thing works 

or not. 

Fariza Are you saying it was a challenge?  Do you like challenges? 

S10: Yes, I love challenges. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

  

In Extract 5.10, S11 and S12 described that at certain points during the process of 

producing the video, they were feeling tense due to the pressure of dealing with 

something new, such as using the application of Windows Movie Maker; however, 

they also described that even though they felt pressured, they considered the process 

of producing the videos as a fun experience. S12 stated that, although he felt 

pressured, in return he got the opportunity to learn to use the applications of 

Windows Movie Maker software. This conversation appears in Extract 5.10. 

 Extract 5.10 

S12: Because editing was the easy part. When I did it, I did it after class 

at 4.15 pm until 8 pm. I did not know how to do it at that time, so I 

was trying and experimenting until I got it.  

S11: I helped him 

S12: [We] had to edit the videos, and then at 10.30 pm we continued 

editing 

Fariza: Did you enjoy doing that? 
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S12: Yes. 

S11: Really? I thought you felt pressured at that time? (laughs) 

Fariza: You felt pressured? 

S12: I was a bit tensed, but I got to learn on how to use the Movie Maker 

software. 

Fariza: So, you faced a few difficulties in completing the assignment, you felt 

pressured, however, it was a fun experience? 

S11: Yes. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

In Extract 5.11, the students reinforced their opinion on this point by sharing their 

experiences of working under stress in completing their documentaries. Those 

stressful situations did not deter their motivation in completing the project.  It 

appeared that the students were enjoying the challenge of completing the task purely 

for the thrills and sense of adventure in the context of learning.  

 Extract 5.11 

Fariza: Okay, did you face any problems in completing this [multiliteracies] 

project? 

S2: There were a few, but we managed to solve them.  

S6: There were a few conflicts. 

S2: Yes, conflicts.  

S6: Sometimes, we would feel tensed because when we were doing the 

videos, we kept on repeating doing the same thing, so it was a bit 

exhaustive for everyone. 

S1: Yes, yes, then everyone got angry easily.  

S6: Yeah, it seemed that we were emotionally stressed.  

Fariza: You felt stressed during the project? 

S6: But then, we got over it. 

S2: We managed to solve the issue. 

S6: We kept on repeating the same things, and then we also have time 

constraints, so everybody was a bit stressed out.  

S1: Yeah, a bit stressed out.  

Fariza: Then, why didn’t you guys give up? 

S1: We could not do that; we won’t get marks if we do that.  

S6: No, no, no, not because of that. We liked doing it, so we did not give 

up.  

S2: Yeah. Even though it was a bit stressful, but the overall experience 

was enjoyable.  

 All students: Yes, yes.  

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

201 

 

In Extract 5.11 the students began by explaining the challenges or stressful situations 

they had faced in completing their second multiliteracies project. S6 mentioned that 

they felt pressured because during the recording of the documentary, they had to 

repeat the same process over and over again. According to S1, the repetitive task put 

a considerable amount of pressure on her group members causing them to lose 

temper easily. S6 added that the process of completing the project was quite 

emotional for all members; however, in the end they managed to overcome the issues 

through group discussion. When asked for the factors that motivated the students to 

continue working on the task, S1 claimed that their motivation was to obtain a better 

grade; a highly regarded criterion by students coming from an examination-based 

learning contexts. S6 then, admitted that she was motivated by the exultation she 

experienced while learning using the multiliteracies approach; and this statement was 

later confirmed by S2 and S1. 

 

Amidst the difficulties and challenges of completing the multiliteracies project, the 

students saw learning as risky, challenging, yet fun. This point brought to our 

attention the question of correlation between learning and the sense of adventure or 

exploration. As the students were from an examination-based learning culture, they 

were not trained to explore ideas beyond the practice of providing the correct 

answers to examination questions based on prepared schemata. This type of learning 

encourages basic thinking skills such as identifying and comprehending focal points. 

The research team believed that through the multiliteracies approach the students 

were exposed to other thinking skills such as synthesizing, analysing, evaluating and 

applying knowledge (Professional discussion, 2 February 2011).  A sense of 

adventure as described by the students could be seen as the sense of exploration 
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students went through as they ventured into an area that is closely related to their 

lives outside the classroom and beyond examination schemata. 

 

The element of adventure in learning could be related to the concept of zone of 

proximal development in the socio-cultural theory. In the concept of zone of 

proximal development a learner moves from his actual mental development to a new 

mental development with the help of an expert such as teachers and/or more capable 

peers (Verenikina, 2008; Vygotsky, 1978). Socio-cultural theory suggests that in 

encouraging learning, teachers should challenge the students with activities that 

expand or challenge their present knowledge. In relation to the current research 

project, the multiliteracies project was used as a vehicle for the students to explore 

learning. The students noted that they had previously not done any assignment that 

resembled the multiliteracies project and claimed that the multiliteracies project was 

something new to them. These points could mark their existing knowledge and 

skills. In producing the documentary, the students learnt how to make videos using 

technological resources, conduct a mini research activity, analyse the research 

findings and present the findings in the form of a documentary through a 

collaborative effort with peers and facilitation by teachers. The sense of adventure 

originated from their experiences of negotiating learning, as they moved from their 

actual skills and knowledge to new skills and knowledge that were acquired through 

completing the multiliteracies project (Research journal, 13 January 2012).   
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Learning beyond the classroom walls: Linking classroom learning to the 

practical knowledge 

Data indicated that our multiliteracies approach managed to construct a link between 

classroom learning and practical knowledge, a link that is often missing in Malaysian 

learning contexts that focus on examination success. Data show that the students 

acknowledged the interconnectedness between their classroom learning and practical 

knowledge during learning through our multiliteracies module.  This point was 

evidenced in Extract 5.12. In addition to this point, we were also investigating the 

students’ experiences and opinions regarding activities that connect theoretical 

knowledge to practical knowledge.  

 Extract 5.12 

Fariza: Do you think that our exercises in the classroom helped you to carry 

out the multiliteracies project? For example, the survey we did in the 

classroom. 

S12: Umm, yup. The part where we learnt about creating survey 

questions has helped a lot in carrying out the assignment. 

S10: Our learning in the classroom helped a lot in completing our 

outdoor assignment.  

S11: It [classroom learning] has a lot of relations to assignment 2.  

S10: It [classroom learning] helped a lot.  

S12: Our classroom activities were like a theory class and a workshop. 

After we learn the theories in the classroom, we have a workshop, 

which was Assignment 2.  

S11: Yes. Theory and workshop 

Fariza: So, you are saying that in the classroom, we learn all the theories 

and then Assignment 2 was the practical aspect?  

 All students: yes 

Fariza: Do you like that kind of learning, where theories will be followed by 

practical work? 

S10: They (theories and practical work) are all interconnected. 

S12: Yeah, interconnected. 

S10: It was easier to understand. 

S11: Yes, the tasks (in assignment 2) were not difficult as we have 

understood the concept earlier (through classroom learning).  

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

To describe the nature of our multiliteracies approach, S12 gave an analogy of the 

theory-workshop learning approach that he had experienced as a civil engineering 
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student. Usually, in their engineering courses they had two approaches towards 

learning, which was learning the theories in the classroom and then practicing the 

theories in the workshop. I found that this was an interesting analogy that really 

described the process of learning through our contextualized multiliteracies 

approach. This approach is often employed in teaching scientific subjects such as 

engineering courses, but is less emphasized in learning the English language. In the 

case of our research project, the students described how their classroom learning 

prepared them with adequate background knowledge for them to apply the 

knowledge and transform their practices in the second multiliteracies project.  

 

In another conversation with another group of students, as shown in Extract 5.13, the 

students also described that the classroom learning provided them with necessary 

skills and knowledge for them to apply in the completion of the multiliteracies 

project. They gave an example that one of the classroom activities focusing on 

creating survey questions, had helped them to form their own survey questions for 

the mini research for their documentaries.  

 Extract 5.13 

Fariza: Do you think our exercises in our classroom, for example we 

conducted a mini survey on mobile phone use among teenagers, 

helped to boost your learning? 

S6: Hmmm 

S6 & 

S1: 

The lessons in the classroom were helpful. 

Fariza: How? 

S1: For example, in the classroom we learnt how to make questions. 

From that we knew how to form questions for our interview in the 

video.  

S2: When we learnt how to analyse data in the classroom, we used that 

knowledge as well to complete our project.  

S6: Yes, the lesson helped a lot. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 
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The students also stated that the interconnectedness between theory and practical 

knowledge enhanced their learning. In Extract 5.14, the students explained that 

activities that connected classroom theories to practical knowledge such as the 

outdoor activities conducted during the implementation of our second multiliteracies 

module, enhanced their learning, as compared to a learning experience in a 

traditional examination-based learning context where they would sit and listen to the 

teachers most of the time. They described these activities as a platform for them to 

apply all the theories that they learnt in the classroom. They noted that the 

opportunity to meet community members and interview real people, rather than the 

usual in-class decontextualized role playing activities, provided them with a wider 

learning scope. It could be concluded that the learning experience was more 

authentic and contributed more to learning, therefore motivating the students to 

learn. This situation was concurrent to Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theories as 

well as the concepts of multiliteracies pedagogy (The New London Group, 1999, 

2000), where these theories  suggest that learning occurs best when students 

negotiate learning through interaction with their socio-cultural surroundings.  

 Extract 5.14 

S6: I think the outdoor activity supports our learning in the classroom 

S1: It is a balance 

Fariza: So you would like to have a balance of outdoor activities and 

classroom learning? 

S6 & S1 Yes, 

S6: I don’t want to learn just in the classroom. 

S1: Yes, not in the classroom only. 

Fariza: Why? 

S2: In the classroom we would sit and listen to the teachers all day. If 

we go outside, we get to do a lot of things.  

S6: We get to do activities and we get to move around  

S2: Yes, then we would not feel sleepy. 

S6: If we learn outside the classroom, I feel happy; it is an enjoyable 

thing to do.  

Fariza: Enjoyable? 

All 

students: 

Yes. 
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Fariza: Do you think that meeting your community members is an 

interesting experience? 

S2: Yes, [it was] interesting. 

S1: We got to interview real life people,  

S2: ask people’s opinions. 

S6: Yeah, we got to meet and interview people. From that experience, 

we learnt a lot, the real situation. Usually we hear from other 

people, but now, we got to do it ourselves.   

Fariza: So, you had the opportunity to experience it yourselves, right?  

S6: Yes 

Fariza: Do you think that this activity motivated you to learn? Did you feel 

like you want to learn more through this activity 

S6: Yes! 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

A shift to critical minds: A shift from copy- paste culture to authenticity 

Throughout the second cycle of the research project, the students demonstrated 

instances of shifting from the copy-paste culture (plagiarism) to authenticity. In one 

instance, the students showed me a paragraph, a script for the host of their 

documentary show. I noted in my research journal that I remembered reading the 

script and I told the students that it was not an English language script. It was messy 

and the articles and prepositions were wrong, including the word order, making the 

paragraph impossible to comprehend. The students at that time laughed at my honest 

comments and they confessed to me that they used a free online translating service 

provided by Google Translate in order to get that script done. At that time I told 

them that it was easier if they used simple words to explain their ideas. I gave them 

the analogy of them communicating to me in the English language and I could 

understand them (Research journal, 10 January 2011). I encouraged them to use the 

same technique, to write as if they were explaining the subject matter verbally. The 

students successfully edited the script into something intelligible for their 

documentary. The script was as follows, (Classroom artefact, 19 January 2011).  
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Extract 5.15  

Hi. I am Asmah. I am at Poly Beach. Poly beach is a beach near the 

polytechnic in Negeri Sembilan.  The location is at Beach Road, Teluk 

Bakti Beach. It was famous among the polytechnics students. So, this 

beach is equipped with basic facilities, example like the car park and 

the stalls that sells all kinds of food.  

 

Now, I would like to talk about the positive and negative about the 

beach. The positive about this beach is, number one, the beach has 

attractive landscape. You can see that beautiful landscape. Okay, 

number two, you can spend time with family and make the relationship 

becomes closer. The next thing, have a fresh air. 

 

Classroom artefact, 19  January 2011 

 

 

The scripts contained several grammatical mistakes; however, the message that they 

tried to convey was still clear, and the sentences were more comprehensible than the 

ones they had showed me earlier in the classroom. The vast difference between their 

draft and the final product shows a shift from the copy-paste culture (plagiarism) to 

authenticity.  

 

The shift from copy-paste culture to authenticity was also evident in the other 

students’ documentaries. The authenticity of their work was mainly shown through 

their explanation of their mini research activity. Many groups managed to use their 

own words in describing and explaining their research issues and findings. Their 

scripts looked natural and did not seem to be copied from any online sources. 

Another indicator was the spontaneity of the way they presented the information in 

contrast to just reading such as in the presentation of the career blogs within the first 

cycle.  The sentences in their documentaries were intelligible with a few 

grammatical errors. This situation indicated that the sentences were authentic and 
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constructed by the students themselves. I now put forward two more excerpts from 

two different documentaries to highlight the authenticity of their work.  

 

Extract 5.16 was an excerpt from a documentary that dealt with the issue of the 

cafeteria of Bakti Polytechnic (Classroom artefact, 19 January 2011). 

Extract 5.16 

 

Normala: Hi, I am Normala! 

Alvin: Good morning! I am Alvin. We are here today to discuss 

the issue of cafeteria in Polytechnic Bakti. From that, first, the 

counter is not systematic.  

Normala: The counter has not enough money and when it was 

too crowded with students who wants to pay for their food, the 

process was slow. In my opinion, they should get more counter 

in the cafeteria. 

 

Classroom artefact, 19  January 2011 

 

The group supported this claim with a few interviews with other students in the 

polytechnic who also complained about the effectiveness of the cafeteria’s cashier 

services. The responses from the interviews were also original and seemed to be 

produced by the students themselves.  

 

Extract 5.17 shows another example of the originality of the students’ work through 

their documentary which discussed the issues raised due to the insufficient number 

of Automated Teller Machines (ATMs) in Bakti Polytechnic. 

Extract 5.17 

 

Using an ATM, customer can access their account to make cash 

withdraws, credit card cash advance and check their bank accounts. 

But in our documentary I would like to show the issue that is becoming 

a cancer in this polytechnic community, that is the insufficient of ATM 

machines.  

 

Classroom artefact, 19  January 2011 
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The research team were also convinced that the students’ documentaries were the 

product of their own hard work and no elements of copy-paste or plagiarism were 

identified. In Extract 5.18, Siti expressed that she thought that the students had 

improved so much that their presentations were easily comprehensible. I stated that 

the students used their own words in the presentations and I felt that the students did 

not plagiarise like they did with their career blog presentations.  Arfah agreed with 

my statement and expressed that she too thought that the students did not plagiarise.  

 Extract 5.18 

Siti:  I think this approach improved the students’ learning in so many ways. 

There were obvious. First, from what I can see, their confidence level 

has increased. I saw this through their presentations the other day. 

They have points in their presentations and we could understand the 

points. Second, they have improved their [English] language. I actually 

understood what they presented the other day. Previously [within the 

first cycle], I did not understand at all, what they were saying in their 

presentations. That’s why I think that this approach [multiliteracies 

approach] is good. They used simple English; I think it was okay 

because the audience could understand what they were saying. 

Fariza: It [multiliteracies approach] is also beneficial to their communicative 

skills, right? It is not about using complex words but it is about using 

words that people could understand the message. Not like the first one, 

they copy and paste [plagiarised] and we could not understand what 

they were saying. 

Arfah:  True. I think they had the idea that in English class, they have to use all 

this bombastic words so that people can be impressed. When they were 

presenting their documentaries, I can see that they used simple 

language, common words that we use every day and that’s why their 

documentaries a success. They delivered their message using the 

everyday English language.  I felt that they were ‘talking’ to us at that 

time. So, I think this time they did not copy-paste from the internet 

(laugh). 

 Informal conversation, 8 February 2011 

 

The research team also searched the Internet using keywords and sentences from the 

students’ works and there were no results that pointed directly to the sentences used. 

The presence of grammatical errors also showed that the students’ works were 

original because these errors are usually made by second language speakers of the 

English language. In addition, the authenticity of the students’ work could be seen 
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from classroom activities such as when we were discussing multicultural issues 

through the movie ‘My Big Fat Greek Wedding’ and a short story ‘Fish Cheeks’. 

From the verbal presentation of the students’ critical analysis of the issues in both 

genres, the students managed to discuss the multicultural issues critically using their 

own words. Extract 5.19 shows an informal conversation I had with Siti regarding 

the progress of the students. 

 Extract 5.19 

Fariza: So, they are more positive [in terms of participation] as compared 

to the first cycle. Even, when we began the lesson on My Big Fat 

Greek Wedding, their responses were very positive and critical. 

Their presentation and answers were critical. 

Siti: Yeah. They were able to understand the movie clips, [and] the 

issues presented. When I asked them about this [the issue 

presented], they told me that it was about differences of culture. So, 

I thought it was quite impressive. 

Fariza:  Only one group gave a surface answer. The rest gave critical 

answers. So, they are definitely different now. 

Siti: I can understand what they were presenting (laughs) 

Fariza: I think they used their own word in explaining their opinions, that’s 

why it was easier for us to understand their [oral] presentations. 

Siti: Yeah 

 Informal conversation, 5  January 2011 

 

The students also confirmed the point that they did not copy-paste (plagiarise) in the 

completion of the second multiliteracies project. According to them, they did copy 

and paste while completing their career blog at the first cycle; however, at the 

second cycle they managed to do their own formulations. They explained that the 

task of creating their own documentary provided no room for them to plagiarize 

information from the internet. This point was evidenced by the conversation in 

Extract 5.20: 

 Extract 5.20 

S12: During the career blog presentation, we did a lot of copy and paste 

[plagiarism], so during the presentation, we just read what we had. 

We didn’t do any formulations or summary, we just read.  

S11: Assignment A and B have a lot of differences.  

Fariza: How? 
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S11: In assignment A, we did a lot of copy and paste (plagiarising) and 

we let them be just like that. In assignment B, we gave all our 

attention because we had to come out with our own documentary.  

S10: [We] didn’t get any opportunity to copy and paste (plagiarize) 

Fariza: So, you didn’t have any opportunities to copy and paste 

[plagiarize]? 

S11: Not at all! (All students laugh). 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

A move from problematic teamwork to effective teamwork  

In the first cycle of the research project, the students had issues with maintaining 

effective teamwork.  Thus, in the planning session we decided to change their group 

dynamics by setting out a guideline for the formation of groups. We maintained that 

each group should have a mix of male and female students and the number of 

members in each group should not exceed five people. As a result, at this cycle we 

had new group dynamics which proved to be more effective. We had six groups and 

each group had a mix of male and female members except for one group. Due to the 

smaller number of female students, one group had all male members.  

 

Within the second cycle, the students were faced with problems in working 

collaboratively with their group members in a similar way to what happened in the 

first cycle. The students stated that they were faced with issues on various aspects of 

completing the second multiliteracies project.  For example, in an informal 

conversation, a student complained that his group members blamed him for not 

contributing enough to the development of the mini research activity (17 January, 

2011). Another student, S10, stated that one of his group members pushed everyone 

to work at a faster pace, causing high stress levels among the group members 

(Informal conversation, 22 January 2011). In Extract 5.21, S10 explained that his 

group members had quite a number of other disagreements in the process of 
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conducting the mini research activity and producing the documentary. He added that 

the end product of the multiliteracies project, which was the documentary, was a 

result of the hard work of the team members. S10 and S11 explained that the process 

of producing the documentaries had engaged them in positive and negative 

experiences.  

 Extract 5.21 

S11: Sometimes it was about the team members (causing stress) 

Fariza: Teamwork? 

S10: Yes. Not everyone has the same style of working, different people 

has different styles 

Fariza: But, in the end, every group produced their own documentary.  

S10: That (the documentaries) was the result of our sweat and tears.  

Fariza: Even though you had a lot of issues? 

S10: That was the end product. We had a lot or arguments, but we still 

had the end product.  

Fariza: So, do you consider the end product to be positive or negative? 

S10: Positive 

Fariza: Positive. The process? 

S10: The process was balanced. 

S11: We have a few ups and downs moments. There were positives and 

negatives experiences. But, in the end the end product was positive.  

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

Within the first cycle when a group were not able to work as a team an individual 

member took charge and did all the work; however, within the second cycle, the 

students exercised deliberation among group members and collaborative problem 

solving. This point was evidenced in Extract 5.22. S1 and S6 explained the ways 

they coped with all predicaments among group members whilst completing the 

project. They reiterated that they held discussions with group members to discuss or 

find a solution for any predicament they faced. They stated that the opinions of all 

members were taken into consideration before they decided on a solution. They 

worked as a group, and consensus was achieved after listening to all group members.  

 Extract 5.22 

Fariza: Okay, if you encountered any problem, how did you cope or solve 

the problem? 
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S6: We always discuss with the group members first.  

S1: We would sit together, 

S6: and we would discuss with everybody. We would ask what the 

issue was, and then we asked for everyone’s opinions regarding the 

issue.  

Fariza: So, you would get together and ask everyone’s opinion?   

S6: Yes, we get everyone’s opinion first. 

S1: Yes, then we would try to reach a consensus on how to solve the 

problem. 

S6: If everyone agreed, then we would take actions.  

Fariza: So, that was how you solve all your problems while conducting 

your multiliteracies project?  

S6:  Yes. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

Other groups also employed similar approaches in solving teamwork issues. As 

evidenced by an informal conversation in Extract 5.23, S10 asserted that whenever 

his group members were faced with any issues, the group discussed the issue and 

tried to come to a consensus. According to Extract 5.23, S12 claimed that his group 

members employed effective group collaboration. S12 said that his team divided 

work equally among group members to complete the tasks and afterward they 

combined the result of their tasks to produce the documentary. This instance showed 

that the students were managing their teamwork issue more effectively. 

 

 Extract 5.23 

Fariza: Okay, how about teamwork? Any improvement in terms of 

teamwork? 

S10: We had issues, but we managed to settle it at the end.  

Fariza: How? 

S10: [We] discussed it nicely  

Fariza: So, when you had issues, you discussed the issue with everybody 

and tried to resolve the matter?  

S10: Yeah. We discussed the best way to resolve the problem. 

Fariza: After the career blog assignment, I noticed that most students 

highlighted that the biggest challenge that they faced was working 

in teams. Do you still have problems in that area? 

S12: Not really, because this time around everybody had to do work. I 

devised three questions and gave each member one question. We 

didn’t have much time, so when we completed our scripts, we write 

it on a big piece of paper and continue with our interview.  
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Fariza: So, you had better teamwork this time around?  

S10: Most [students] had already known how to participate [in a group 

work]. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

Similarly, another group of students stated that they had a good collaborative effort 

among their group members. The students described that their collaborative efforts in 

the second cycle were a positive experience and their team skills had improved since 

the last multiliteracies project within the first cycle. In Extract 5.24, S1 and S6 noted 

that their group members worked on the task together under the notion that the task 

would be incomplete unless they worked together. S6 mentioned that the project was 

multidimensional and that required everyone in the group to work on different 

aspects and then work collaboratively to produce one documentary. 

 

 Extract 5.24 

Fariza: Do you remember during the first cycle, when we did the 

career blog? When you presented your work and the 

challenges and obstacles you faced in carrying out the 

assignment, most groups pointed out that they had issues in 

getting cooperation from their team members. So, is it different 

now? 

S1: Now, it [the cooperation between group members] is better 

than before. 

S6: Ooo, yes. 

Fariza: Why? 

S6: Because before this, we had to write in the computer [blog], 

sometimes it was hard to meet up and write. In this case [the 

second multiliteracies project], we had to do a video and use 

Movie Maker, so we had to meet up and discuss what to do.  

S1: Yes, everyone had to do it.  

S6: If one member did not participate, then the task would be 

incomplete 

S1: Yup, everyone had to participate, some had to be the host, and 

some had to work with the technical aspects.  

S6: Yeah. If we were to do a write up, one person could just do it. 

That is why this assignment is different than the first one.  

S1: Yes. 

Fariza: So, there is an improvement in terms of teamwork and that is 

why you like this cycle better?  

S1, S2, S6: Yes. 
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Fariza: So, was your experience positive or negative? 

All 

students: 

Positive!(laugh) 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

Through this research project, it appeared that the students managed to develop the 

skills to work in teams, a concept that is often foreign in an examination-based 

learning culture. Reflecting on this point, the research team concluded that there was 

a possibility that the multidimensional nature of the second multiliteracies project 

had encouraged the students to work collaboratively in completing the task.  

 

Another contributing point was the group dynamics that we had created earlier. 

Within the first cycle the students worked in a large group which consisted of their 

own friends from the same gender group. Within this cycle, they worked in smaller 

groups with around four to five members in each group. The mix between male and 

female members also contributed to the effectiveness of group work because it 

provided diversity and different perspectives (Professional discussion, 2 February 

2012). Extract 5.25 shows a conversation among the research team members in a 

professional discussion. The research team were discussing the effectiveness of the 

group dynamics in the second cycle of the Multiliteracies Project. We agreed that the 

diversity of group members encouraged the students to consider their task using 

multiple perspectives. 

 Extract 5.25 

Siti : It is good to see that everyone was involved [in the second 

multiliteracies project] right? 

Arfah: Yeah 

Siti: Usually students, if they don’t know how to do something, they just 

abandoned the task right? 

Fariza: Yup. I was also surprised because everybody was involved in the 

making of the video. My students [the ones I interviewed] 

commented about teamwork, they said that they got 100% 

commitment from everybody. I was surprised because some 
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students had problems in terms of giving commitment before this 

and this time around they don’t have that issue anymore. 

Siti: No, no, they don’t have any problems anymore. 

Arfah: because the first time was an adjustment period. My students said 

that the first time was a disaster because, they didn’t work together. 

This time around, everybody worked together, they liked working 

with the mix of boys and girls (laugh) 

Siti: (laugh)They have known each other and they [the male students] 

wanted to work with the girls, but they were shy.  

Fariza: I think that the students, with their new groups, had new 

perspectives because the members were not their good friends. And 

of course boys see things differently and girls see the same thing in 

a different way. That’s what contributed to their good teamwork.  

Siti: Yeah, I think the diversity helped. We made the right choice 

(laugh).  

Arfah: Yeah, when I talked to a group of female students, they mentioned 

that they prefer working in the new group because they worked well 

together, like each one has certain expertise, so it makes it easier to 

divide the task. 

 Informal conversation, 2 February 2011 

 

An outcome of the teacher-student interactions  

In the planning section, the research team decided to foster a close relationship with 

the students to address issues of students’ reluctance in expressing opinions as well 

as the lack of a sense of agency amongst students.  We had identified the cultural 

hierarchical relationship between teachers and students to be at the root of these 

issues; therefore, we aimed to reduce the gap between teachers and students through 

casual teacher-student interactions throughout the implementation of the 

Multiliteracies Project. These teacher-student interactions were specifically carried 

out through consultation sessions that were set at the end of the first cycle. However, 

the interactions were not exclusive to these consultation sessions. Teacher-students 

interactions occurred throughout the learning process.   

 

At the beginning, the consultation sessions was made compulsory for the students. 

They were instructed to produce a written document regarding their group’s progress 
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in completing their documentary. Arfah and I looked at the progress reports and 

conducted casual interactions with the students in their small groups to address the 

issues that the students had raised in the written documents. This step appeared to be 

a practice of coercion; however, it was needed to give the students a boost in having 

the courage to talk to their superiors, in this case, Arfah and I. With this element of 

strong persuasion, we made the first attempt in breaking the barrier between teachers 

and students.   

 

In these teacher-student interactions, we addressed students’ learning issues directly 

in the classroom through informal conversations. At the beginning, the students had 

reservations talking to Arfah and me in such a casual manner. The students were 

heavily influenced by the cultural hierarchical relationship between teachers and 

students in which they were not used to informal and casual teacher-students 

communications. The data show that our efforts encouraged the students to 

overcome their issues in expressing opinions. When we first attempted to talk to the 

students, they were still quite reserved and submissive. Even though Arfah and I 

went to each group to discuss the issues raised in their progress reports, they were 

still hesitant to ask questions or raise any issue pertinent to the discussion. Most 

students sat quietly and listened carefully to our explanations. Some students nodded 

their heads, perhaps indicating agreement or understanding of the explanations 

(Observational notes, 10 January 2011).  

 

As we held more consultation sessions, the students began to open up to us. The 

students raised more issues in addition to those written in their progress report 

documents. They were more spontaneous and more involved in the discussion 
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process. For example, one group of students voluntarily consulted me regarding 

possible ways to discuss the issue of Bakti Polytechnic students’ campus lifestyle. 

They were unsure of the focus of their mini research activity as the topic was quite 

general.   We then engaged in a critical discussion on possible ways for them to 

shape their mini research activity in which the contribution of ideas came from the 

group members as well as me (Research journal, 17 January 2011). In another event, 

a group of students shared their scripts with me. They were telling me the concepts 

they had chosen for their documentary and required assistance in developing the 

scripts for the host.  Together, we analysed the scripts and we were also engaged in a 

critical discussion on how to develop their scripts further. They told me that they 

used a free online translation service to create the scripts and we discussed other 

ways that they could employ in developing a good piece of script for the host of the 

documentary. 

 

An outcome of the teacher-student interactions: A move from passive to expressive 

Data shows that as a result of our enhanced teacher-student interactions, the students 

had moved from being passive and submissive to being expressive. This was 

evidenced in the overwhelming responses and elaboration in terms of the focus 

group students’ answers towards interview questions in our informal conversations. 

At the second cycle, the students were more willing to describe and share their 

learning experiences using the multiliteracies approach. For example, this is 

indicated by a comparison between the students’ responses to almost similar 

questions in the first cycle and the second cycle of the Multiliteracies Project. Extract 

5.26 illustrates an informal conversation in the first cycle, and Extract 5.27 illustrates 
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an informal conversation that occurred at the second cycle of the Multiliteracies 

Project. 

 Extract 5.26 

Fariza: What were your first thoughts when you read the assignments’ 

description? 

 Silent. 

S11: It was difficult. 

Fariza: Why? 

S11: Umm, because we had to create a blog. 

Fariza: Why was it difficult to create a blog? 

S11: Umm, 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 

 

 Extract 5.27 
Fariza: When you read the description of your second assignment for the 

first time, how did you feel at that time? 

S6:   Shocked. 

S1: Shocked (laughs). 

Fariza: Why? 

S1: Because we haven’t done it before, we have never done that kind 

of assignment.  

S6: Never done it before. Before this, in school, we did a lot of 

homework.  

S1: Never done it before, I have never done my own video. Never! 

Fariza: Ooo, you have never done this kind of assignment? 

S6: This is our first time (laughs) 

Fariza: Your first time? What kind of work that you usually do in 

schools?  

S1: In school, we used to do a lot of writing  

S6: We used to have discussions, just normal conversations.  

Fariza: And then, what did you do after the discussions? 

S1: We had to write papers.  

S2: Yup, we used books and mah-jong papers ( to write their 

discussion findings)  

S6: Yes, we wrote [our answers] on the mah-jong papers and then we 

presented [to the class]. That was a normal scenario, but when 

we do this [the multiliteracies project], it is a new thing for us.  

Fariza: It was a new experience to you and that is why you were 

shocked?  

S2,S6, 

S1: 

Yes.  

S2: A bit shocked 

S6: Yes, shocked. But, it was kinda fun.  

S1: I couldn’t wait to do it. 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 
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It appeared from the two conversation excerpts in Extract 5.26 and Extract 5.27 that 

the students’ responses in the first cycle and the second cycle differed hugely not 

only in terms of volume of information but also in depth. In the second cycle, the 

students were more descriptive and more willing to share their ideas and 

experiences. They managed to explain the reasons why they felt shocked when they 

first read the description of the second multiliteracies project. The students were also 

able to answer the ‘why’ questions quite well as compared to their attempts where, 

the question ‘why’ was answered with ‘umm’’ or silence.  

 

 In the second cycle, students needed less encouragement to express their feelings as 

compared to the first cycle, where I had been constantly prompting and persuading 

the students to speak up, with little success as evidenced in Extract 5.28. In the 

conversation that occurred in the first cycle of the Multiliteracies Project, I had more 

speaking episodes rather than the students. The students mainly remained silent. S8 

tried to express something and a short while afterward decided not to continue; 

perhaps he was not confident of his own answer. In most instances, I constantly 

reassured the students that they would not be evaluated or judged based on their 

responses; however, I did not succeed in persuading the students to respond to the 

questions.  

 

 Extract 5.28 
Fariza: So, you are more comfortable having videos  rather than print 

materials in the classroom? 

S10: Yes.  

Fariza: How about the rest of you, do you have anything else to say on 

this topic? 

 Silent 

Fariza: Nothing? 

 Silent (with a few nods from a few students. Some students 

actually looked down when our eyes met). 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

221 

 

Fariza:   It is okay, you can talk to me. This is just an informal 

conversation, not a test, so I welcome your opinions. 

S8 : Umm,(silent) 

Fariza : I am not judging you in any way. There is no judgement and no 

evaluation, just a friendly chat. 

 Silent. 

Fariza: Okay. Do you think that using the video is suitable for learning? 

S12: Suitable. 

Fariza: Why? 

 Silent. 

Fariza: No reason? But you think that using video is suitable for 

learning? 

 Silent. 

 Informal conversation, 20 December 2010 

 

The situation was quite different at the second cycle, where I needed to use less 

encouragement in order to persuade the students to respond to my questions. The 

students responded to my questions continuously, without hesitations. In Extract 

5.29, the students spoke seven times before I had the chance to give feedback to their 

answers.  

 Extract 5.29 
Fariza: Why do you like to use technology in your learning? 

S1: It is fun. 

S6: It makes learning interesting.  

S1: Yes, it makes it [learning] different from the rest. 

S6: It was fun because we don’t have to read books all the time.   

S1 Something other than books. Books are boring  

S6: It was like we had something important to do. 

S1: Other than reading books.  

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

In addition, as a result of our efforts to get closer to the students through a series of 

informal conversations in the classroom, we had successfully minimized the gap of 

the hierarchical relationship between teachers and students. The students were no 

longer afraid to express their opinions and share their learning experiences with me 

and Arfah, their teachers. This was evidenced in Extract 5.30. S11 stated that he felt 

less embarrassed to talk to us, his teachers. It is quite common in a hierarchical 
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relationship for students to have fear and feel shy about talking to their teachers 

(Aminuddin et al. 2010; Campbel & Li, 2008). Through our student-teacher 

interactions we managed to minimize the influence of these elements in our 

relationships.  The students felt that they were now free to direct any questions to us; 

perhaps, they felt that the gap between us and them was getting closer, thus they 

were no longer afraid to express their opinions or ask questions.  

 Extract 5.30 
Fariza: Okay. Next, in the classroom, we had a lot of dialogues among 

you, Ms Arfah and me; students and lecturers. Do you think that 

these dialogues helped you in your learning process?  

S10: Because the lecturers talked to us in small groups, so the 

information was received faster 

S11: Then it made the relation between students and lecturers closer, 

no more feeling embarrassed to talk to lecturers.  

Fariza: So, you are no longer afraid to talk to your lecturer? 

S12: Yes. 

S11: We are not shy to ask anything anymore.  

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

In another conversation with a different group of students as illustrated in Extract 

5.31, the students affirmed the same point. The students shared their previous 

experiences where the relationship with their teachers was more distanced. The 

students described their teachers as firm and serious; as a consequence they were 

afraid to ask questions and preferred to remain quiet during learning. In contrast to 

their previous experiences, the students explained that the casual interactions 

between teachers and students during learning gave them a pleasant feeling, making 

them comfortable and confident in communicating with Arfah and me.  The research 

team formulated that the main reason for this positive perception was due to the 

nature of our teacher-student interactions, which were casual and less formal 

(Professional discussion, 2 February 2011). The students further elaborated that the 

warm and pleasant attitude of Arfah and I helped them to overcome their shyness as 
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well as fear in engaging in a teacher-student conversation. This showed that the 

teacher’s pleasant attitude played an important role in encouraging the students to be 

engaged in a conversation.  Our casual teacher-student conversations reduced the 

superior-inferior barrier that is usually present in the traditional hierarchical structure 

and made the students feel comfortable in approaching and interacting with us.  

 Extract 5.31 
Fariza: Did you like having dialogues with your lecturers in the learning 

process, just like the ones you had with Ms Arfah and me? 

S6: Yes! I like it very much. (laughs) 

Fariza: Why? 

S6: Because, it was not too serious. 

S2: Yes, not too serious. It was fun and enjoyable. 

S1: Yes, enjoyable. 

Fariza: Did the interaction between you and your lecturers help your 

learning process?  

S1, S6: Ha, yes! 

S6: If the lecturers are too serious, we are afraid to ask questions.  

S1: Yeah, just like English teachers in schools, always a bit serious 

(laughs). 

S6: (laughs) I was always scared of my teachers. 

S1: Yeah, we always sit quiet in the class. 

S6: We just do whatever is asked by the teachers. We don’t ask 

questions, because we are afraid to ask. I don’t know why 

(laughs). 

Fariza: So, you think it is better for lecturers and students to have 

dialogues in the learning process?  

All 

students: 

Yes. 

Fariza: When you have the dialogues, don’t you feel afraid to ask 

questions and state your opinions?  

S6: I felt a bit more confident. 

S1: I feel that we could warm up to the lecturer if we have more 

casual interaction in the classroom.  

S6: Yeah, then we would ask more questions.  

S1: Maybe we won’t be too shy to ask questions or state our opinion. 

S6: We would no longer be afraid. We know that the lecturer would 

help us no matter what. 

 Informal conversation , 22 January 2011 

 

An outcome of the teacher-student interactions: Issues of active participation still? 

Even though we effectively minimized the gap of the teacher-student relationship in 

our classroom, data show that we were unable to fully instil a sense of active 
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participation among the students. From our conversation with the students, we noted 

that the students were already comfortable with me and Arfah in terms of expressing 

and sharing their opinions and experiences in learning. However, the next question 

would be: how comfortable were they in a different learning setting with different 

teachers?  

 

Data showed that even though the students were still unsure about the concept of 

students’ active participation in determining learning, they still had the opinion that 

the concept would benefit their own learning. In an informal conversation (22 

January 2011) with Siti and Arfah, S5 stated that she thought it was important for 

students to express their opinions regarding the development of their own learning. 

She elaborated that teachers need to get feedback from the students to improve their 

teaching approaches. Meanwhile, another group of students, as illustrated in Extract 

5.32, stated that they were unsure whether they supported the idea of active 

participation between teacher and students; however, they all agreed that students’ 

active participation in the development of their learning was essential.  

 Extract 5.32 
Fariza: Are you going to be excited if you were given a chance to give 

suggestions to improve your own learning?  

S2 : I don’t know. 

S6: Maybe, a little bit.  

S2: Feels like I want to know more [about her own learning]. 

Fariza: So, do you think it is necessary for you to have a say on your own 

learning?  

All 

students: 

Yes. 

S1:  I think it can give us more comfort in learning  

 Informal conversation , 22 January 2011 

 

In a later part of the conversation as illustrated in Extract 5.33, it seemed that S2 and 

S6 were still uncertain whether they would be comfortable in contributing ideas 
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towards the development of their own learning. Only S1 was quite confident that the 

concept of active participation was beneficial in identifying and improving the 

limitations of the current teaching and learning practices. 

 Extract 5.33 
Fariza: Okay, do you feel comfortable if your lecturer ask your opinion 

regarding your own learning? 

S6: Umm, (long silence) okay I guess. 

S2: Umm, maybe.  

S1: Maybe we will get to know our weaknesses and then we can 

improve them 

Fariza: So you think that you are comfortable in giving suggestions to 

your lecturers to improve your learning?  

S6: Umm, How?  

Fariza: Maybe just like what we are having right now, a group 

discussion.  

S6: Ooo,  umm, 

S1: Okay, I think it should be okay. 

 Informal conversation , 22 January 2011 

 

It appeared that the concept of active participation among the students towards the 

development of teaching and learning was quite limited in our learning setting. Even 

though the students in the second cycle were able to share their learning experiences 

with us, they were still hesitant to express their opinions in determining the direction 

of their learning.  This point was evidenced by the responses we received from 

students when we asked them to give any suggestions regarding the development of 

their learning; most students were silent and gave short responses.  

 

The research team noticed that the students were enthusiastically sharing their 

experiences in learning through the multiliteracies approach; however, when asked 

to give suggestions that would contribute to the future development of the 

multiliteracies module, most students hesitated and remained silent for a moment 

(Professional discussion, 2 February 2011).   This point was also illustrated in 

Extract 5.34.1 and 5.34.2, where the extracts show a continuous conversation among 
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the researcher and the students. The conversation was labelled into two parts to show 

the shift in terms of students’ responses to my questions.  When discussing a topic, 

the students were quite elaborate in terms of their explanation as evidenced by the 

first part of the conversation, illustrated in Extract 5.34.1; however, when asked to 

make suggestions, the students hesitated to respond as illustrated in Extract 5.34.2. I 

had to encourage the students to state their suggestions and remind them that their 

answers would not have any negative repercussion.  S1 and S2 hesitated and after a 

second encouragement, S6 suggested having lessons that combine books, videos and 

outdoor activities in learning. S1 and S2 just said ‘yes’ in agreement to S6’s 

statement. 

 Extract 5.34.1 

Fariza: But, people were also talking in the videos right? 

S1: (laughs) 

S2: Watching the videos was interesting because when the hosts 

spoke, they have certain style and then we have movements.  

S6: Our presentations before this were all about words on screen 

and the presenters also read from the screen, so it was not 

interesting.  

All 

students : 

(laugh) 

 Extract 5.34.2 

Fariza: Okay. Now, can you give me suggestions to improve our 

classroom learning? 

S1: Umm, 

S6: Umm, (laughs) 

Fariza: It is okay, you can just give any suggestion that you think suitable 

that could improve your own learning. It is okay, I would not be 

angry. 

S2: Umm, it is just like before, 

S6: Alongside using books, we have to do outdoor activities and then 

use videos, or something else.  

S1 , S2: Yes, yes 

Fariza: So, you want the combination of books and videos and outdoor 

activities?  

S2: Yes 

S6: Then, we have to involve the use of technologies.  

S2: Yeah. 

 Informal conversation , 22 January 2011 
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In another conversation in Extract 5.35, the students were also silent at first when 

asked to give suggestions to the development of their own learning; however, in the 

end, they gave a few suggestions.  

 Extract 5.35 
Fariza: Okay, next. Can you give suggestions on how to improve our 

learning module? 

 Silence 

Fariza: Any suggestions? 

S12: The easiest way to learn is learning while playing.  

S10: In learning, we have to be able to enjoy the experience.  

S11: It can’t be stressful. We have to learn still, but we have to play a 

bit as well.  

 Informal conversation , 22 January 2011 

 

Data showed that even though the students were able to give a few suggestions to us, 

they were more reserved in providing suggestions in other learning settings. When 

we enquired whether they would contribute ideas and suggestions towards the 

development of their learning in different learning contexts and with different 

teachers, the students stated that they had to consider a few essential points before 

participating in such practice. The conversation in Extract 5.36 illustrates this point.   

 Extract 5.36 
Fariza: In your opinion, do you feel comfortable if a lecturer ask your 

opinion regarding the direction and development of your 

learning?  

S12: If that time, we had finish our work, then it was okay, but if we 

did not finish our work, I would feel embarrassed to do so. 

Fariza: Do you have the courage to give suggestions to your lecturers 

regarding your own learning?  

S12: Which lecturer are you talking about?  

Fariza: Not me, other lecturers other than me and Ms Arfah. 

S11: If it is Ms Arfah, it is okay. We are good with Ms Arfah.  

Fariza: If any other lecturer ask you that question [suggestions for own 

learning]. 

S10: We have to see, whether the lecturer could accept our 

suggestions. We have to see which lecturer we are talking about.   

Fariza: Would you voluntarily give your suggestions?  

S10: Not really. 

Fariza: Why? 

S12: Sometimes, how to say this ya? 

S10: Sometimes, we are afraid that the lecture would be offended. He 
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has been teaching for so long, and learns on how to teach (in the 

university), so he might think that we are just kids, 

S12: (We are) afraid that we would offend the lecturer 

 Informal conversation, 22 January 2011 

 

This point was also elaborated in the conversation in Extract 5.37. It seemed that the 

students considered a few significant points before engaging in active participation 

in determining their own learning.  One of the considerations was the relationship of 

the students with the teachers: whether there was a gap between teachers and 

students just like in a cultural hierarchical structure or whether the gap was reduced 

due to the teachers’ effort in building relationship with the students. In both Extract 

5.36 and Extract 5.37, the students mentioned that they would speak out if the 

teacher was Ms Arfah. They described the good relationship that they had with Arfah 

and how the good rapport influenced their readiness in providing feedback.  Another 

significant point was the openness of the teachers themselves in receiving 

suggestions from students. Students feared that some lecturers might view the 

practice of giving suggestions by students in a negative light, where the practice 

could be viewed as a critique of the teachers’ teaching styles and approaches. This 

was mentioned by S10 in Extract 5.36, where he raised the issue of hierarchical 

structure in the relationship. Being at the bottom part of the structure, students 

thought that they might be viewed as “kids’’ by teachers and therefore as “kids”, 

they do not have sufficient knowledge to provide suggestions to determine the 

direction of their own learning. 

 

 Extract 5.37 
Fariza: You are not afraid (in giving suggestions to your teacher)? 

S1: If it is Ms Arfah, then I think should be okay because she is nice.  

S6: She is friendly, and not too , 

S2: firm (laughs) 

S6: If we say something, she would not take it negatively. 
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Fariza: If it is another lecturer? 

S6: If the lecturer is the firm type, then I feel a bit afraid to suggest 

anything.  

 Informal conversation , 22 January 2011 

 

It seemed that the students were not ready to fully accept their newly developed idea 

of active participation in their learning process. This was because the students were 

still heavily influenced by the general hierarchical relationship between teachers and 

students. It was something out of the ordinary for the students to speak up to 

authoritative figures such as their teachers. This point was also shared by the 

research team, as evidenced in our professional discussion in Extract 5.38. The 

research team were reflecting on the students’ answers from different perspectives 

and we put ourselves in the shoes of the students and we were also unsure whether 

we ourselves would contribute to this practice with our superiors. As a PhD student 

myself, I described the scenario of giving suggestions to my supervisor as a big step 

for me to take, because I viewed her as my superior and I had a more subordinate 

position. We concluded that it was not easy to incorporate the sense of agency 

among the students due to the cultural hierarchical social status in a Malaysian 

learning context. 

 

 Extract 5.38 
Siti: Even in our home, we have an authoritative figure, our parents.  

Arfah: We can’t freely express our opinion. 

Fariza:   It is very cultural, right? 

Siti: Yeah.  

Fariza: If we were in their shoes,  

Siti: We would just sit quite in the class, right! 

 (All laugh) 

Fariza: In my case, I would act the same way, I think. I am doing PhD, 

and I think, giving suggestions to my supervisors is like a huge 

step for me to take. 

Siti: Yeah, it is like, umm, we were not sure whether we are in the 

right path. 

Arfah: I am afraid if the teacher feels offended. 
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Fariza: So, we are the same as the students it seems. We are also not 

comfortable in giving suggestions to our superiors. 

Arfah: Yes, yes. I would definitely not comfortable in giving ideas to my 

bosses. 

Siti : It’s almost the same (laughs). 

Fariza: It is cultural right? In terms of the concept of agency, we have a 

long way to go still. To really involve our students in the decision 

making of their teaching and learning is still quite far. 

Arfah: It is definitely cultural. It is definitely difficult to change that.  

 Professional discussion, 8 February 2011 

 

Data showed that in the case of this research project, students were quite willing to 

share their opinions regarding their own learning with the research team. Thus, it can 

be concluded that this willingness could be attributed to our effort of building 

relationships and reducing the gap between teachers and students in a traditional 

hierarchical relationship through having informal teacher-student conversations.  

 

Based on the critical reflective analysis, the research team formulated that teachers 

should initiate efforts to cultivate the culture of active participation among students. 

In addition, teachers should also be fully prepared mentally and emotionally, to 

understand the consequences of this practice.  Teachers must also be responsible for 

portraying an open minded and warm attitude to encourage the students to contribute 

their knowledge and opinion in the development of their own learning. Data show 

that the students were afraid of their teachers and did not feel confident to express 

their opinions (Informal conversation, 22 January 2011) if the teachers maintained 

the seriousness of teacher-student relationship such as in the cultural hierarchical 

structure. 

 

We think that the effort of teachers to build good relationship and be more receptive 

of the students’ ideas was not an effort to actually change the teachers’ status at the 
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top of the hierarchical structure, but merely to make the gap closer and invite 

students to be more involved in the planning and development of their own learning. 

This practice would not reduce the amount of respect the students have towards their 

teachers. In our opinion, it was the reverse. We noticed that when the student opened 

up to us, we were more involved with their learning experiences and this made us 

think more about the ways to develop the students’ learning further (Professional 

discussion, 2 February 2011). In an informal conversation with Arfah, she stated that 

she valued the students’ feedback regarding her teaching approaches. She added that 

she also preferred the students to express what they needed to learn in order for her 

to improve her teaching approaches or even revise some aspects of the syllabus to 

suit the students’ needs (2 February 2011).   

 

 

FINAL REFLECTION: A FUSION OF A MULTILITERACIES 

APPROACH AND A MALAYSIAN LEARNING CULTURE 

Progress indicators through an examination-based learning lens 

Before making our final reflections on the findings of our second attempt of 

implementing multiliteracies approach within an examination-based learning 

context, it is worthwhile to look at the progress of our attempts through an 

examination-based lens, which was through the improvement of marks the students’ 

obtained for their multiliteracies projects.  Table 5.2 shows the comparison of scores 

that the students in the focus group obtained based on their performances on 

producing career blogs at the first cycle and documentaries at the second cycle based 

on three criteria: task fulfilment, language and communicative abilities. The total 

mark for each project was 15 marks. 
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Table 5.1 Focus group’s marks for Multiliteracies Project 1 and 2 

 

Table 5.1 clearly demonstrates that the students showed a difference in terms of 

scores between the first and second multiliteracies projects, with higher scores in the 

second project.  For task fulfilment criterion, the students were rated for their 

understanding of the tasks required by their multiliteracies project and how well they 

delivered according to the project requirements. For this, most students scored 3 out 

of 5 marks for the first multiliteracies project. This was because most students had 

left out the task of interviewing a professional as required by the first multiliteracies 

project. However, for the second multiliteracies almost all students scored full marks 

for their task fulfilment. This indicated that they produced documentaries that 

adhered to all the requirements of the second multiliteracies project. For the 

language ability criterion, the students were rated for their use of the English 

language which included their word choices, intelligibility and grammatically correct 

sentences. For this criterion, five students’ scores did not show any differences 

between the first and second multiliteracies projects, in which they scored 4 marks 

for both. Meanwhile, six students showed improvement in terms of their English 
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language ability in the second multiliteracies project as they scored one to two marks 

higher than the first scores. It means that some students had improved their language 

ability in the course of completing their documentaries.  

 

Finally, students were also evaluated based on their communicative ability which 

included effective presentation styles such as voice projections, eye contacts, 

intonations and body gestures. For this point, all students showed an increase of 1 to 

3 marks for their second project. Most students scored 4 marks for their 

communicative abilities and two students scored full marks. This shows that the 

students had not only learned necessary skills in presenting information but also had 

gained confidence when talking in front of the public.  

 

Figure 5.3 shows the overall scores of the focus group for multiliteracies project 1 

and multiliteracies project 2. From the graph, we can see that the marks the students 

obtained for their documentaries were significantly higher than the marks they 

obtained for their career blogs.  The highest score for the first multiliteracies project 

was 11 marks and the highest score for the second multiliteracies project was 13 

marks. Meanwhile the lowest marks for the first project were seven marks and the 

lowest score for the second project was 11 marks. On average, the students scored 

nine marks for their career blogs and 13 marks for their documentaries.  
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Figure 5.2 Overall marks of the focus group for Multiliteracies Project 1 and 2 

 

The data presented in Table 5.1 and Figure 5.2, if viewed through the lens of 

examination-based learning, indicate that our second attempt of multiliteracies 

approach was a success as all students showed an improvement in terms of task 

fulfilment, language and communicative abilities. However, we realized that the 

students’ marks were not the only indicators of success in implementing a 

multiliteracies approach in an examination-based learning context. To rely solely on 

the examination-based evaluations above to measure the success of our efforts was 

unfair and quite contradictory to the underlying philosophies of this study which 

used a qualitative paradigm. We maintained that the students’ own accounts of their 

experience of learning through a multiliteracies approach provided good indicators 

of our success in the implementation of the approach.  
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Implementing a multiliteracies approach: Working within a Malaysian learning 

culture 

The research team began the journey of this research project with the goal of 

achieving the ideals of the multiliteracies approach discussed in literatures especially 

from the Western learning context. Looking at the study from a socio-cultural 

approach, at the beginning, as novice researchers we felt that Malaysian cultural 

practices were obstructing the implementation of the multiliteracies approach. We 

viewed cultural practices, such as the students’ subservient role in the classroom, as 

a negative element which needed to be transformed entirely. However, after a deep 

reflective analysis at the personal level as well as at the group level ( see the data 

analysis tool described in Chapter 3), we learnt that Malaysian cultural practices 

were influencing the ways the students negotiated learning the multiliteracies 

approach. Through understanding these cultural attributes, we were able to help to 

improve the students’ experiences. Based on the understanding, we constructed our 

own multiliteracies learning approach by incorporating Malaysian cultural practices 

within the principles of the multiliteracies approach.  This point was also highlighted 

by Thanh-Pham (2011), where he implemented learner-centred approaches in the 

education setting in Vietnam. He stated that his teacher and student participants did 

not see learner-centred approaches as better than their traditional classroom 

practices. They still valued what they valued in traditional practices, which was 

examination-based learning and teacher-centred approaches. He concluded that 

considerations of these cultures should be made before implementing leaner-centred 

approaches in Vietnam. 
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It is indeed significant to consider and recognize diversities and cultural practices 

before implementing or introducing a new approach to learning (Ha, 2004; 

Manikutty, Anuradha, & Hansen, 2007; Pratt, 2002). That was what we did in our 

second attempt of implementing the multiliteracies approach in the Malaysian 

learning cultures. Instead of transforming our traditional practices, we worked with 

the practices to further enhance learning in a Malaysian learning context. Pratt 

(2002) talked about the different conceptions that students and teachers have towards 

effective teaching and that these perspectives should be taken into consideration in 

designing an effective teaching approach. We were also looking at our 

Multiliteracies Project from this perspective, where we considered what worked for 

our students based on their cultural practices and provided a bridge to the notions of 

multiliteracies approach.  

 

In a Malaysian learning context, teachers were seen as a provider of knowledge and 

students as receivers of knowledge. Due to this notion, students relied heavily on 

teachers’ guidance and information in learning thus learning becomes prescriptive. 

The research team incorporated prescriptive learning in our second attempt of 

implementing the multiliteracies approach. Data from the first cycle showed that the 

students had minimal understanding of the connections between their classroom 

learning to the first multiliteracies project. They also had minimal understanding of 

the requirements of the first multiliteracies project that resulted in poor quality and 

unauthentic career blogs.  

 

At the second cycle of the Multiliteracies Project, we added the elements of 

prescriptive learning by providing a written step-by-step guide to completing the 
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second multiliteracies project and supplemented by constant oral reminders to 

students of what they had to do. As a result of our efforts in making our lessons more 

prescriptive, the students had more understanding of the second multiliteracies 

project as well as the connections of classroom learning to practical knowledge. In 

addition, the students also fulfilled the requirements set in the written document and 

produced high-quality and authentic documentaries.  This has shown that the 

students were accustomed to prescriptive learning and therefore responded well to 

prescriptive instructions. On our part as teachers as well as researchers, we noted that 

prescriptive learning practices did not contradict the principles of multiliteracies 

pedagogy. Our prescriptive approach to learning resembled the scaffolding process, 

but it was more didactic and explicit than the scaffolding process. The prescriptive 

learning approach helped the students to successfully participate in our 

multiliteracies learning activities. A didactic and explicit teaching approach might 

not be effective in other multiliteracies learning environment; however, it worked 

very well in the Malaysian multiliteracies learning setting.   

 

This point shows the importance of prescriptive learning approach towards the 

effectiveness of our students’ learning. Prescriptive learning approaches are often 

associated with rote learning; thus it has been claimed that students in this context 

learn without understanding. Literatures (e.g.,Campbell & Li, 2008; Gan, 2009a; 

Littlewood, 2000; Shi, 2006; Wong, 2004; Zhou & Pederson, 2011) show that these 

unfavourable perceptions were not based on the realities that were happening in the 

classroom. P. Kennedy (2002) and Kember (1996) asserted that students only 

employed rote learning as a mechanism for further understanding of the subject 

matter. As for our students, prescriptive instructions worked for them; they 
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understood the learning tasks better and even performed better due to their 

understanding. Changing traditional cultural learning practice has proven to be 

difficult, thus it was worthwhile to incorporate the cultural practices with a 

contemporary approaches such as in multiliteracies pedagogy. So, we advocate that 

in implementing a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian learning context, 

prescriptive learning should be strongly considered. It was an effective starting point 

for the students to fully comprehend the concepts and elements of the multiliteracies 

approach.  

 

 Through the findings of this research project, we found that the use of a single 

media, usually print-based resources, no longer encouraged learning among the 

students. Through our multiliteracies approach, we introduced the use of multimodal 

resources to the students. The results were encouraging; the students loved the use of 

multimodal resources. It seems they were more connected to the use of these 

resources because these were used every day in their lives outside the classroom. The 

reading of passages and answering sample examination questions were no longer 

sufficient to boost the learning of our students in the present era.  

 

Students were more intrigued with learning using multimodality, and we thought the 

traditional practice of using only the print-based resources was worth changing.  To 

abandon the use of print-based resources totally would be quite impossible because 

as teachers in an examination-based culture, we were indirectly bound to the belief 

that our teaching would be evaluated based on our students’ success in the 

examinations (Chia, 2011; Fung, 2010; Hwang & Muhammad Amin, 2007; Nadzrah, 

2005; Tang & Abdul Ghani Kanesan, 2007; Shi, 2008; Wong, 2004). Our 
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recommendation is to integrate the use of print-based resources with multimodal 

resources.  This way, teachers can ensure that students have enough practice in 

understanding the print-based resources used in the examination settings as well as 

encourage learning among students through the use of multimodal resources.  

 

This study showed that students value a sense of adventure and exploration in 

learning. This sense of adventure and exploration was the direct result of learning 

new knowledge and skills inherent in the process of completing the multiliteracies 

project. Such stimulation is not usually present when learning activities focus only 

on answering examination questions based on prepared schemata.  

 

Learning activities should focus on linking classroom learning to practical 

knowledge. Data show that students treasured the link between their classroom 

learning and the multiliteracies project. When participating in lessons that only 

focused on answering examination sample questions, students were unable to relate 

the skills that were learnt in the classroom to their lives outside the classroom. By 

providing the link between classroom learning and practical knowledge, students 

found learning to be more meaningful thus encouraging the students to put in more 

effort and to participate in the learning activities. This link could be provided 

through having learning activities in authentic situations outside the classroom. For 

example, the curriculum of the English Language Department of Bakti Polytechnic 

required students to understand the forms and functions of asking questions in the 

English language. To achieve this target, we had conducted a didactic teaching 

episode focussed on forming questions, and afterwards reinforced the practical side 

of the knowledge by asking the students to interview people in their community. 
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Through this learning activity the students gained knowledge for their examinations. 

It also provided opportunities for students to practise their language skills in 

authentic situations. Learning activities such as this provided a sense of adventure 

and exploration for the students in learning. Through this learning experience, they 

had the opportunity to apply their own present knowledge and skills as well as 

classroom knowledge in authentic social situations.  

 

By providing a sense of adventure and exploration, coupled with the prescriptive 

learning approach that was employed in our multiliteracies learning activities, 

students were encouraged to be more critical in completing the learning tasks. Our 

multiliteracies project was multifaceted and involved the students in many learning 

activities in the classroom as well as in authentic situations outside the classroom. In 

the first cycle, the students were struggling with learning through multiliteracies 

approach, and in the end they produced plagiarized work for their career blogs. 

Within the second cycle, they produced original and good-quality documentaries for 

their second multiliteracies project. They successfully discussed issues not only 

using their own words but conducted critical analyses of the issues. The students also 

supported their discussion with data such as survey results, community members’ 

interviews and related readings online.  

 

Some may argue that the learning outcomes mentioned above could have also been 

the result of traditional examination-based approaches. Based on the findings of the 

study and my professional experience, I think that that these learning outcomes could 

not occur from using traditional examination-based approaches. First, data from the 

current study recorded the enthusiasm of the students in learning from multimodal 
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resources as recommended by the multiliteracies approach. In examination-based 

approaches, the students claimed that they were exposed to learning that 

concentrated on the use of print-based resources. They indicated that the use of print-

based resources was no longer relevant in the 21
st
 century. They felt that the use of 

multimodal resources in learning was more related to their lives and made learning 

become more meaningful.  

 

Furthermore, the current study also shows that the multiliteracies approach provided 

opportunity for students to experience challenge in learning, thus making learning an 

exhilarating experience for the students. Through examination-based learning, 

students were often trained to answer examination questions and from my experience 

those activities do not provide challenging experience for the students in learning. 

But, through the multiliteracies approach students were challenged to explore 

something new and in the process they were involved in an adventurous learning 

experience that motivated them to learn. In addition, according to the students the 

whole experience made learning become more meaningful.  

 

Furthermore, the current study also shows that one of the learning outcomes using 

the multiliteracies approach was learning beyond the classroom wall. Learning in a 

traditional setting is usually confined to the four-walls of the classroom. In 

traditional learning settings, students are exposed to role-plays in the classroom most 

of the times where they practice language use in made-up situations.  Through our 

multiliteracies project, students went beyond the boundaries of their classroom walls 

by going out to meet and interact with their community members. The students 

commented that this experience helped to link what they have learned in the 
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classroom to practical knowledge. For example, students were able to transform their 

knowledge on forming questions that have been discussed in the classroom to real-

live interviews with their community members. In a traditional classroom, the 

students would have the knowledge of forming questions and probably practice the 

theories in a pretend situation within the classroom. From my professional view, this 

traditional approach is not sufficient to encourage the students to have full 

understanding of the subject matter. In addition, the students would also have issues 

in practicing their classroom knowledge in practical circumstances. Learning, 

according to Vygotsky (1978), occurs with the interaction of the students with his or 

her social surroundings, and through the multiliteracies approach the students were 

able to interact with their social surroundings. 

 

Through the traditional examination-based learning approach, students are often 

given model answers to examination questions where accuracy is put at upmost 

importance. The culture of copy-paste (plagiarised) could be a result from such 

learning approaches where it is almost mandatory for students to have similar 

answers or points as prescribed in the answer scheme. In certain circumstances, 

students were encouraged to memorize words or phrases that would ensure extra 

merit in the examination. But, through the multiliteracies approach, students were 

encouraged to think beyond the answer scheme and were given the opportunity to 

experience multi-level of tasks that required different thinking skills. In completing 

the multiliteracies project, students were involved in activities that enhanced their 

thinking skills including higher-order thinking skills such as analysing, synthesizing 

and evaluating, that in the end they were inspired to produce original works that 

were based on their experiences, knowledge and understanding. Multiliteracies 
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approach, unlike the examination-based approaches, provided room for critical and 

creative practices that eventually helped the students to venture away from the copy-

paste culture.  

 

Another interesting finding of this research project was the outcome of our casual 

teacher-student interactions and our effort of building relationships with the students. 

This effort began as a step to build good rapport with the students in order to obtain 

richer data. Consequently, our efforts had a positive influence on the students’ 

learning and our pedagogical approach. Data showed that, through our informal 

conversations, the students became more expressive and willing to share their 

experiences with us. In a Malaysian learning context, teachers usually hold a 

superior position, where the students sit quietly, listen and obey the teachers. In these 

contexts, teacher control is always evident in the classroom. In this research project, 

we noted that when teacher control was replaced with teacher support, students had 

more understanding of classroom learning and participated more actively in learning 

activities. Students opened up to us and were willing to share their learning 

experiences with us. This had a chain effect because when the students felt 

comfortable in expressing their opinions, we as teachers were able to address the 

learning issues the students were facing at that time. Consequently, students had 

more understanding of the knowledge and skills embedded in our learning activities.  

 

Teacher’s support in place of teacher’s control could also be the starting point for the 

practice of active participation among students. This concept or practice remained in 

its infancy because even though the students were willing to give suggestions to us, 

it was limited to our learning context. The students had reservations on whether they 
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would participate in such practices in other learning contexts with other teachers. 

They confirmed that their active participation depended on their relationship with the 

teachers and whether the teachers themselves would be able to fully accept the 

concept of active participation from students in the development of their learning. 

This brings us back to the casual interactions and teacher support discussed in the 

earlier paragraph. The practice of giving support through casual interactions was able 

to bridge the gap caused by the cultural hierarchical status between teachers and 

students, thus our teacher-student relationship became closer and the students were 

more comfortable to share their learning experiences or give ideas and opinions 

towards the development of their own learning.  

  

Talking to other researchers who also came from the traditional examination-based 

learning cultures, I noticed that some of them had shared the research team‘s initial 

perception towards the examination-based learning cultures. They described the 

learning practices in a negative light and saw the learning culture as non-beneficial 

towards learning and worth transforming to better suit the western learning cultures. 

This is where I think that the findings of this research project are significant; it is 

important that people realize that examination-based cultures are cultural practices, 

and like other cultural practices, they cannot be regarded as something insignificant. 

The learning culture is significant because the practices have dominated our lives for 

so long, and the proper question here now is not  how to entirely transform these 

traditional classroom practices but how to maximise learning in these examination-

based contexts. 
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To address the above question, our experience suggested that it is better to infuse the 

multiliteracies approach, which was inspired by Western scholars based on their 

knowledge and experiences in Western learning contexts, with the cultural practices 

of Malaysia.  Based on the data of this research project as well as the research team’s 

reflective analysis on these findings, a model has been produced (Figure 5.3) which 

explains the essential factors in implementing a multiliteracies approach in the 

Malaysian learning context.  

 

 

Figure 5.3. Factors in implementing a multiliteracies approach in an examination-

based learning context 
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SUMMARY OF THIS CHAPTER 

This chapter explained the data and findings from the second cycle of the 

Multilitercaies Project which again involved the action research process that was 

undertaken by the research team which includes planning, action, observation and 

reflection. Analysing data from the socio-cultural perspective, the team learnt that 

the students’ socio-cultural attributes influenced the way they negotiated learning 

through the multiliteracies approach. This chapter ended with the research teams’ 

reflective analysis on the significant factors to be considered in ensuring the success 

of implementing a multiliteracies approach in the Malaysian learning setting. 

 

In the next chapter, the discussion will focus on data and findings of the outer layer 

of the study which was the Participatory Action Research Project.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

247 

 

CHAPTER 6 

ISSUES OF CONDUCTING A PARTICIPATORY 

ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT IN A MALAYSIAN 

CULTURAL CONTEXT: A REFLECTION 

 

PREVIEW 

As signalled earlier, this research project was multi-layered. Chapters 4 and 5 

discussed data and findings from the first layer of the Multiliteracies Project. In these 

chapters, I explained the research processes of Multiliteracies Project and how the 

research team collaboratively explored and formulated the socio-cultural aspects of 

using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian learning context. 

 

The current chapter shifts the discussion to the Participatory Action Research 

Project. This layer focussed on my own reflections on the research team’s 

collaborative effort that occurred within the Multiliteracies Project. Through the 

socio-cultural perspective, I relate the data and findings of the Participatory Action 

Research Project to the ideals of participatory action research. Specifically, this 

chapter records the issues of conducting a participatory action research project in the 

Malaysian cultural context.   

Cultural clues/ Contextual clues/ Cultural reflection 

 

This chapter provides Cultural Clues boxes to include the researcher’s reflection on 

particular cultural issues. Sentences that needed further explanation will be marked 

using orange font. The orange-font section will be followed by a Cultural Clues box 

that consists of the researcher personal reflection to aid the reader’s understanding of 

the Malaysian cultural values and practices as well as their implications. 

 

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

248 

 

AN ISSUE OF POWER DISTANCE WITHIN THE 

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT 

Literature (Gray, Fitch, Davis, & Philips, 2000; Stoecker, 1999) has recorded that 

participatory action research originated from the notion of emancipating a 

marginalised party from oppression through the sharing of power and knowledge. 

Gray et al. (2000) and Langhout and Thomas (2010) stated that participatory action 

research put value on the egalitarian relationship between the researched and the 

researcher. Ozanne and Saatcioglu (2008) supported this claim as they argued that 

participatory action research challenged the power distance in research relationship 

where traditionally the researchers have more power over the researched. In this 

traditional situation, the research participants are often labelled as subjects or objects 

of research, in contrast to participatory action research where the participants are 

usually invited to be co-researchers.  

 

In realizing that the ideal of participatory action research is to create egalitarian 

relationship with my research participants, I was confronted by issues of status 

differences due to power distance that existed in the Malaysian cultural setting 

throughout the research process. Grant et al. (2008) suggested that researchers 

should avoid replicating the oppression of power or structural inequalities within the 

research relationship. In my research project, I tried to give my research participants 

a more democratic role where they took up the role of co-researchers; however, I 

found myself circumscribed by the hierarchical power distance that exists in 

Malaysian society.  Malaysian society has been described as having high power 

distance which states that all individuals in societies are not equal and each has his 

own position in the structure (Hofstede, 2001). Asma (2009) also affirmed that 
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Malaysia’s organizational structure was mainly based on a hierarchical structure, and 

this structure was ubiquitous to most situations in Malaysian socio-cultural settings. 

It also includes the contexts of my research project which was conducted at a public 

higher education institution.  My effort of involving Siti and Arfah as co-researchers, 

subscribing to the ideal of participatory action research project, was initially 

disrupted by the traditional status differences in relationships in our hierarchical 

society. 

 

The issue of status differences in my participatory action research journey began 

long before the research project was undertaken at Bakti Polytechnic. As early as at 

the planning stage, when I was searching for teacher-participants for the research 

project, I was faced with internal predicaments regarding the difference of status 

between me and the two teachers from Bakti Polytechnic who volunteered to join the 

research project.  After a few email correspondences, as a Malaysian woman, I 

instantly felt the pressure of the prospect of working with the two teachers that I 

perceived as possessing high power status in the hierarchical structure. Figure 6.1  

and Figure 6.2 shows two emails between the teachers and me where the information 

indicated that the teachers and I did not have equal power status due to our posit ion 

in the hierarchical structure.  
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Figure 6.1. Email communications from the researcher to the original teacher-

participants 

Figure 6.2. Email communications from the original teacher participant to the 

researcher 
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From the socio-cultural lens of the Malaysian society, both emails show difference in 

status between Madam Kirana (pseudonym) and myself that was grounded in four 

areas: age, academic experience, administrative position and social experience. 

These characteristics are summarized in Table 6.3. It shows that Madam Kirana was 

at a higher rank in the Malaysian hierarchical structure in many aspects including 

age, academic experience, administrative position and social experiences. The first 

factor that determined the power distance between Madam Kirana and I was the age 

factor. Even though she did not specify her age in the e-mail, she once mentioned in 

our informal conversation that she was already in her 50s, almost 15 years older than 

I was. According to Asma (2009), in the Malaysian culture an older person holds a 

superior position in the hierarchical structure as compared to younger people, giving 

them a more dominant position. 

 

Madam Kirana’s seniority was also determined by her academic experience and 

administrative position. She had more experience in teaching because she had taught 

for more than 26 years at primary, secondary and tertiary level. In comparison, I had 

less experience in teaching because I had taught for nine years and had only focussed 

at a tertiary level. According to the Malaysian cultural hierarchy, these instances 

translate into the fact that Madam Kirana had more knowledge and this put her at a 

higher position of the hierarchical structure. Furthermore, Madam Kirana held an 

administrative position as the Head of English Language Department of Bakti 

Polytechnic. As the Head of the English Language Department, Madam Kirana was 

the leader of the department which instantaneously translate into having more power 

and superiority as compared to myself, who was just a pensyarah biasa (ordinary 
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lecturer). The word biasa or ordinary is culturally rooted and described my status in 

which I was just a lecturer in my university and did not hold any administrative or 

leading position. Asma (2009) noted that people who hold a leading position in 

Malaysia are highly regarded and respected due to their position and it is common 

for subordinates to follow their directives.  

 

The superiority of Madam Kirana’s rank over me in the hierarchical structure was 

also determined by her social experience. She had more knowledge in raising a 

family as she had a son at the tertiary level, two children in secondary school and 

one child in primary school. At that time, I was just married for three years and was 

raising a 20-month old baby. Through the Malaysian socio-cultural lens, I attributed 

Madam Kirana’s social experience as having more knowledge. To really understand 

this point, I would like to share a Malay proverb that always describes old and 

knowledgeable people as “Banyak makan garam”( people who eat more salt). It 

basically says that people who eat more salt in life have more knowledge.  This 

means that, older people are seen as knowledgeable people because they have a lot 

of experiences in life, thus they are always regarded as someone who is more 

knowledgeable in many areas. In my case, Madam Kirana’s age and knowledge 

determined that she held a higher position in the hierarchical structure and I have to 

show respect in ways that are culturally-determined.  
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Table 6.3. The differences of status between Fariza and Madam Kirana 

 

Item Fariza Madam Kirana 

Age 34 Older, most probably in the 50’s 

Academic 

experience 

9  years 26 years ++ 

Had experience in 

teaching at university 

level only. 

Had experience in teaching at 

primary, secondary and tertiery 

level. 

Administrative 

position 

University lecturer Head of English Department of 

Bakti Polytechnic 

Social experience Married  

20-months old infant 

Married 

1 child undergaduate  

(18 years old) 

2 children in the secondary school 

( 14 and 17 years old) 

1 in primary school (9 years old) 

 

My concerns within the initial stage of the research project were all grounded in 

power distance issues in a hierarchical setting. Firstly, I faced an internal conflict due 

to the status differences between, myself and Madam Kirana and Madam Tiara who 

were going to participate in my research project. I was worried that the superior 

position of Madam Kirana and Madam Tiara would affect the participatory nature of 

the study. I was questioning the possibility of them working with me as co-

researchers or equals.   It is not in the Malaysian cultural practice for older people or 

people at a higher rank in the hierarchical structure to listen and accept the ideas of 

people at a lower level of the structure. It was considered appropriate in the 

Malaysian culture for a person who was at the lower rank in the structure to show 

respect by listening and obeying the directives of the superiors.  In the case of the 

research project, I was most likely to be faced with difficulties in expressing my 

ideas and opinions to the senior teachers because I needed to make sure that I did not 

offend the senior teachers. In case that happens, I would be considered disrespectful 

and the situation would disturb the harmonious relationships between community 

members, a characteristic that is highly-valued in Malaysian society. It appeared that, 
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at that point, it was a challenge for me to uphold the ideals of participatory action 

research philosophy because I was overwhelmed by the complex socio-cultural 

influences that existed in the research team hierarchical structure. 

 

 Secondly, being a novice participatory action researcher, I was concerned that I 

myself would no longer have the power to control the direction of my doctoral 

research project. I was worried that if I had limited decision-making opportunities, I 

would not be able to answer the research questions and even lose control of the 

outcome of the research project. I kept on repeating that ‘after all this is MY PhD” 

(Research journal, 15 July 2010). My concerns were evident in the following entry in 

my research journal (15 July 2010). In Extract 6.1, I stated that the age and 

experience differences between the teachers and I would impede the participatory 

action research process. It was clear that in this journal entry, I was apprehensive that 

the senior teachers were not willing to relinquish their authority as seniors, and at the 

same time, I myself was not ready to relinquish the ability to control the direction of 

my own study. 

 

Extract 6.1: 

I had to say, I honestly worried about this research study. I liked the concept of 

colloborative research effort, however unsure whether I would be able to achieve 

that collaborative effort. I talked to my supervisor about my concern , right before 

she left for the academic development leave. I told her that I was worried because 

the teachers who volunteered for my PAR project was at least 15 years older than 

me. She said I would be okay and it was something interesting to see. I don’t know 

why but I cannot stop thinking that this project is heading to disaster. Working with 

two senior teachers as co-researchers?  Is that really possible? From experience, it 

would be quite difficult for the senior teachers to accept my ideas because  I am 10 

years behind in terms of age and experience. Would they listen to me?  
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The issue of status differences was also brought up once again at the first meeting I 

had with the Director of Bakti Polytechnic.  At the meeting, we had a short question 

and answer session about the details of my research project. The Director enquired 

why I chose to work with the two senior teachers and I told him that the two teachers 

volunteered to join the research project. He was silent for a while and told me that he 

was unsure whether I would get the results that I wanted from the study. He 

elaborated that working with two senior teachers as co-researchers could be difficult 

for me because there was a high possibility that I would have to follow what they say 

rather than work together for the research project.  He was worried that they would 

dominate the research project and I would not be able to collect the data that I 

wanted. Even though I was very concerned with the statement, I assured him that I 

would try my best to make the collaboration work because that was the foundation of 

my research project. The Director ended our discussion by offering assistance in case 

the collaboration did not work out, because he had a few people in mind who would 

work better with me in the project. I was very disturbed after the meeting. I was 

reluctant to start the research project and started thinking of other options in terms of 

place for data collection (Research journal, 4 August 2010). This shows that the 

issue of power distance was quite significant in the Malaysian hierarchical society, 

and that I was willing to consider other less complicated alternatives. 

 

I encountered more evidence of status differences issues in the Participatory Action 

Research project during my first face –to-face meeting with Madam Kirana at her 

office. The main objective of the meeting was to set up the research team and to 

begin designing the research project. I was quite surprised initially that Madam Tiara 

was not present at the meeting. Regardless, I explained the research project in great 
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details to Madam Kirana. She commented that the research project was interesting 

and she was more than willing to participate in the project.  She indicated, that due to 

a busy schedule as the Head of the English Language Department, she had to 

withdraw from becoming the research team. She stated that Madam Tiara also had a 

busy schedule so she too had to withdraw from the study. They were concerned that 

the high level of commitment required from the research team would interfere with 

their existing teaching and administrative responsibilities. They were also concerned 

that their busy schedule would have an undesirable impact on the research project.  

 

Cultural clues 

Looking at the situation from the Malaysian cultural perspective, the way Madam 

Kirana withdrew from the research project was an example of how Malaysian 

expresses refusal or decline. To avoid conflict, Madam Kirana employed indirect 

approach in communicating negative messages (Jeannot & Khairul Anuar, 2012; 

Kuang 2009). Kuang et al. (2012) stated that Malaysian society value harmonious 

relationships among community members and politeness is central in communicating 

messages. Being direct is considered rude, thus many used indirect methods to 

express their message especially in expressing negative messages.  In this case 

Madam Kirana, stated that she was interested to join the research project was 

interesting but due to her job commitment she had to withdraw. The message of 

decline was relayed in a subtle, indirect way. 

 

I was excited when Madam Kirana informed me that two new lecturers who just 

graduated and joined Bakti Polyetchnic two weeks previously, volunteered to take 

her and Madam Tiara’s places in the research project. Receiving this news, I finally 

had the less complicated alternative that I was searching for after the meeting with 

the Director of Bakti Polytechnic. Even though it was contrary to the principles of 

participatory action research philosophy that dictates the democratization of the 

researcher-participants relationship, secretly deep down in my heart, I was relieved 

that I would have to work with the two lecturers who had just graduated and joined 

the polytechnic.  



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

257 

 

My own response towards the withdrawal of the two senior teachers and the 

introduction of two junior teachers was related to power distance as evident in 

Extract 6.2. In this extract, I highlighted the relief that I felt because I was no longer 

working with two senior teachers in the Participatory Action Research Project, but 

given the opportunity to work with two junior teachers. In this extract, I associated 

the position of the two new teachers at a lower position of the hierarchical structure 

to my own capacity and power to control the direction of the research project. I 

realized that it would be easier to conduct the research project with the participation 

of the two junior teachers. Working with two people who have a lower rank in the 

structure means that I could take control and determine the direction of the research 

project because it was customary in the Malaysian contexts that a superior is given 

the privilege in giving directives and subordinates would obey the directives.  

 

Extract 6.2: 

When Madam Kirana withdrew from the study and introduced me to the two new 

teachers, my heart cheered slowly. I was really happy and relieved. The new 

teachers were young and just obtained their first degree and they were almost the 

same age as my ex-students. My first thoughts were that the new teachers would be 

able to follow what I say, and I would be able to control the direction of the study. I 

think now, it is much easier to conduct the research project.  

Research journal, 1 September 2010 

 

Another incident that portrayed the influence of power in starting a participatory 

action research project was how the research group was formed. After the project 

ended, Arfah revealed to me the actual reason of Siti and Arfah ‘s ‘willingness’ to 

participate in the research project was as a result of a directive from Bakti 

Polytechnic English Language Department (Informal conversation, 8 February 

2011). Even though I was under the impression that Siti and Arfah had volunteered 

to join the research project, Arfah told me that that they were coerced to join the 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

258 

 

research project in the beginning. It came as a directive from Madam Kirana as the 

Head of English Department for them to participate in the research project. Due to 

their position as juniors in the department and the fact that they had just started work 

at Bakti Polytechnic two weeks previously, they agreed to join the research project 

as directed.   

 

As a researcher who knew the workings of the hierarchical organization in 

Malaysian educational setting, I knew that coerced participation was likely. I began 

to question my own effort of making sure that their participation was totally 

voluntary and absent of any elements of coercion, which was not likely in most 

Malaysian contexts.  After Siti and Arfah signed the consent form, I did not 

investigate the issue of their participation deeper. Maybe at that time, my judgement 

was clouded by my relief at having an easy and less complicated option for 

conducting the participatory action project. Arfah then highlighted that even though 

their participation was initially coerced, her research experiences in the participatory 

action research project had totally changed her mind and she was willing to 

participate in the research process.  

 

From the incidents mentioned before, it appeared that the issue of status differences 

according to position in the hierarchy was quite significant in Malaysian society. 

Firstly, the main issue raised was the possibility of equal power distribution among 

the team members as subscribed by the participatory action research philosophy. In 

the case of my Participatory Action Research Project, the collaboration between 

seniors and juniors raised relevant issues. Even, as a participatory action researcher 

myself, I had concerns regarding power distance in the research relationship and the 
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concerns were further reinforced through the Director’s comment regarding the 

initial participatory action research group members. Secondly, my own issue as the 

initiator of a participatory action research was about relinquishing the power to 

control the direction of the study. This was evident by the different responses I had 

towards the situation of working with senior lecturers and working with two junior 

lecturers. I was concerned about the possibility of having equal status when thinking 

about working with the two senior lecturers. Surprisingly, my considerations of 

working with two new lecturers dealt with the issue of using status differences to 

complete the research project. In both, the issue of power distance was quite 

significant in initiating a participatory action research project in a hierarchical 

structure.  

 

In short, the implication of the hierarchical structure of Malaysian context towards 

the participatory action research process were: 

1. issues of equal power distribution among members of participatory action 

research team because of different positions in the social structure; 

2. issues of power sharing between the initiator of the research project and the 

other participants. 
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ISSUES OF EMPOWERMENT WITHIN THE PARTICIPATORY 

ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT 

Teachers moving from supportive research subordinates to active co-

researchers 

The beginning of this chapter discussed the influence of status differences within the 

research relationship in starting the Participatory Action Research Project. This 

section will discuss the status differences within the research team and how it 

influenced the collaborative research processes. It then highlights how the lecturers, 

who became co-researchers in the project shifted from research subordinates to 

active co-researchers.  

 

The collaborative effort among the team members; Siti, Arfah and me, worked well 

but the role each member played was initially influenced by our position in the 

Malaysian hierarchical structure.  Figure 6.4 shows the power position between the 

individual team members. 
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Figure 6.4 Status position between the individual research team members 

 

Figure 6.4 shows the hierarchical relationship and status position of the members of 

the research team. The status differences was influenced by age, academic 

experiences, academic position and social experiences from the Malaysian socio-

cultural lens. In the Malaysian context, the age difference between Siti, Arfah and 

me determined the status positions of the research team members.  I was 11 years 

older than Siti and Arfah and as mentioned earlier, older people usually hold a higher 

status in the Malaysian society, and thus culturally I had more authority in many 

areas such as in decision-making over Siti and Arfah.  

 

According to the Malaysian socio-cultural lens, the superior rank that I had in the 

hierarchical structure was also attributed to my academic experience and position. 

My seniority was represented by my academic qualification in which I had a Masters 
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degree and at that time was pursuing a doctoral degree. Siti and Arfah had just 

graduated from their first degree. I had nine years of teaching experience and they 

had just three months of teaching experience.  In terms of the hierarchy of 

workplace, a university is at the top of the structure as compared to polytechnics, 

which offered diploma programs.  Generally in Malaysia, a university is often 

viewed as having a higher rank than polytechnics.  In this case, working in a 

university put me in a higher position as compared to Siti and Arfah’s positions as 

polytechnic lecturers. In addition, my position as a researcher boosted my power 

status. Gosin, Dustman, Drapeau and Harthun (2003) discussed how researchers are 

socialized to believe that they are the experts and this puts them in a power position. 

This was also stated by Lofman, Pelkonen and Pietila (2004) who indicated that a 

researcher has been seen as “holding the power because of their knowledge base, 

membership of the intelligentsia and as managing the research agendas” (p.337). As 

a university lecturer, I had more resources, thus I had been given a higher position in 

the hierarchical structure as compared to Siti and Arfah in a polytechnic setting.  

 

Based on a Malaysian cultural perspective, Siti and Arfah were at almost similar 

ranking in the hierarchical structure as illustrated by Figure 6.4. This was because 

they were at the same age and both had just graduated from their first degree. They 

both had three months teaching experience which was conducted in their final year 

of their first degree. They both started work at Bakti Polytechnic at the same time. 

Since they were at the same position in the structure, their relationship was more 

open and collegial.  
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At the beginning of the Participatory Action Research Project, the role each of the 

team members played was influenced by our position in the hierarchical structure. 

Siti and Arfah took up supporting roles, in which they assisted me in every way to 

complete the research process. As a novice participatory action research researcher, I 

was also influenced by my higher status in the research team structure and took the 

leading role. Extract 6.3 below shows an example of how I dominated the 

conversation in our second professional discussion. We were discussing ways to 

incorporate the English Language Department’s curriculum to our multiliteracies 

module.  It appeared that the discussion was dominated by me because I was giving 

suggestions and making all the decisions. For example, I selected the curriculum 

item that we would cover in our multiliteracies module and it seemed that Siti and 

Arfah held subservient roles, as they agreed with my suggestions most of the time. 

They responded to my questions or suggestions with a “yes” or “all right”, indicating 

agreement. Furthermore, they did not elaborate or ask any questions based on the 

decisions I made.  

 Extract 6.3: 

Fariza: Okay, last week basically if we look at this one, the curriculum, the 

one we discussed last week was parallel to this one right, For 

example, our interview activities meets the criteria of this one right, 

Item 1.1 ‘To make enquiries’, ‘Asking questions’, right? 

Siti: Yes. 

Arfah Yes. 

Fariza: And then, I think [item]1.6, we are not going to do that because we 

don’t have anything on our module on that item, right?. But, we 

have item 1.7: ‘Responding to current issues’, we have that in our 

module right? 

Siti: Yeah. 

Fariza: Maybe we don’t have this item too. So, whatever [syllabus] item we 

are not covering in our present module, you have to cover them after 

the research project ends. 

Siti:  All right. 

Fariza: Do we want to include ‘To make clarifications’? 

Arfah: Yes, yes maybe together with ‘Making enquiry’. 

Fariza: O yes, when they interview the job task, maybe they can ask 

clarifications. ‘Making suggestions’? Are we going to cover oral 
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presentations? 

Arfah: Umm (Silent) 

Fariza: But we are asking them to do oral presentations, so might as well we 

do this [conduct lessons on making effective oral presentations] ya? 

Siti: Yeah. I think in the assessment, we have one assignment under oral 

presentation. 

Arfah: Yup. 

Fariza: So, okay, we try to include that. 

Arfah: Yup. 

Fariza: Around one hour should be enough, right? 

Siti:  Yup. 

 (Professional discussion 2, 24 November 2010) 

 

In the collaborative research process in the Participatory Action Research Project, 

the authority to make decisions was solely given to me, and Siti and Arfah were 

providing supporting information to support the decision-making process. In Extract 

6.4, we were discussing the type of assessment that could be included in the 

multiliteracies module. To ensure that everybody in the research team were involved 

in the decision-making process, I ran through my ideas with the group. It appeared 

that Siti and Arfah were not comfortable in the process of shared decision-making as 

they were silent in a few instances. When I expressed my opinion that allocating 100 

marks for the first and second multiliteracies projects was quite unreasonable, they 

did not state their stand on the issue. I continued the conversation by suggesting 

including only certain parts of the whole assessment scheme.  Arfah responded by 

sharing her experience in assisting a lecturer for a previous year’s assessment 

process. I saw her input to the discussion as an opportunity of including the research 

team in shared decision-making process when I provided a provocation statement of 

whether the type of assignment mentioned by Arfah could be applicable for our 

multiliteracies projects.  

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

265 

 

However, the process of including Siti and Arfah in the discussion and the decision-

making process was unsuccessful, as it appeared that they were willing to provide 

information but not contribute to the shared decision-making process. They left the 

decision-making to me.  At one point, Siti stated her opinion; however, before 

ending her statement, it seemed that she asked for my approval, before deciding not 

to continue with her statement.  This excerpt also shows that I made the final 

decision on the assessment issue based on the information provided by the research 

team members. At the end of Extract 6.4, I stated that the assessment included the 

career research presentation and the Majalah 3 (the first and second multiliteracies 

projects). I responded to Siti’s approval-seeking action with a final statement, 

suggesting that I was influenced by the authoritative position that I had in the 

hierarchical structure.  

 

 Extract 6.4: 

Fariza: So, I think it is a bit too much to assess them with this 50% and then 

another 50%.  What do you think? 

 Silent. 

Fariza: How about if for the sake of this research project, we just take this 

one the 15% assessment, so we can have an assessment on group 

discussion for 15%. Do we have any individual presentation in our 

module? 

Arfah: Last semester when I was helping one lecturer with her assessment, 

we asked the students to present their group work but each student 

had different parts to present, so we assessed them based on the 

individual work.  

Fariza: Can it work with our module? 

 Silent 

Fariza: Umm, we have presentations, right? 

Siti: We have the career research presentation 

Fariza: Yeah, that one, can we assess that and give them 15%?  

Arfah: We have another one, the Majalah 3. 

Fariza: Umm, Majalah 3, umm, I was thinking about the career blog 

presentation. 

Siti: Yeah. 

Fariza: How about we take two parts from the assessment scheme? Maybe 

we can assess Majalah 3 and the career research presentation. We 

can take the career research presentation as an individual 
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assessment and Majalah 3 could be assessed as a group assignment. 

Siti:  I was thinking the career blog, because, umm, No? I don’t know, I 

have no ideas (laugh) 

Fariza:  I think we take both projects.  

(Professional discussion 2, 24 November 2010) 

 

Extract 6.5 is another example where the decision-making process was not shared by 

all research team members. In this extract, Siti suggested a classroom activity that 

involves students recording their group’s role-play and the recording could be 

presented in the classroom. This suggestion was supported by Arfah, but I thought 

that it was not necessary. Siti stated that if I had decided that the activity was not 

necessary, she would just agree with my decision. Once again, I made the final 

decision about the topic of discussion. In this excerpt, I made my stand and closed 

the discussion on that topic by orienting the discussion to a different topic. It 

appeared that I was hesitant in relinquishing the authority that I possessed in the 

research team structure and Siti and Arfah remained obedient. 

 Extract 6.5: 

Fariza: I think maybe we don’t have to use computers in all of the lessons. 

Siti: I was thinking of asking the students to record their role plays. 

Arfah:   Yup. We can ask them to take turns and later present their recordings. 

But this process will take time. 

Siti: I think so too. But since you say we don’t have to, then it is okay. 

Fariza: Umm, I think that would not be necessary. So, what else can we do 

here? 

(Professional discussion 1, 10 November 2010) 

 

Extract 6.6 also highlighted the point that I was taking control of the decision-

making process and Siti and Arfah were subservient by expressing agreement to my 

statement. I decided to include two assessments in our module and decided to give 

each assessment 15% and 20% of marks.  Arfah asked a question only to confirm the 

details and not to question the basis of my decision. It appeared that Arfah and Siti 
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did not contradict my statement and accepted the statement as an ultimatum that 

should be executed without any negotiation. 

 Extract 6.6: 

Fariza: They are going to do a group discussion to develop their career blogs, 

yeah; I think we can assess them based on that discussion. So, we take 

only two assessment types, the group discussion (15%), and later the 

individual discussion (20%) for the Majalah 3. 

Arfah: So, we are going to take these two assessments only? 

Fariza:   Yup. 

Arfah: Okay. 

 (Professional discussion 2, 24 November 2010) 

 

In the beginning of the Participatory Action Research Project, there was a clear line 

that separated the roles and status of each research team members. It became 

apparent that I was dominant in the conversations and I had the authority to control 

the direction of the research project by having the final say in almost every issue 

discussed. Siti and Arfah also confirmed this point when in an interview carried out 

after the planning stage in the first cycle; they commented that they saw me as a 

person who guided them in the initial course of the research project. As illustrated in 

Extract 6.7, even though Siti and Arfah did not highlight the element of status 

differences in our research relationship, they described the dominant role that I 

played in the planning of the Multiliteracies Project. They mentioned that I was 

mainly guiding the discussion process by helping them understand the concept of 

multiliteracies and researching. Arfah stated that she saw me as having two roles, a 

facilitator and sometimes a co-researcher. She highlighted that I made efforts to 

listen to their ideas and incorporate their ideas in the planning of the module. 

Nevertheless, ultimately she viewed me as a facilitator. Siti jokingly indicated that I 

sometimes dominate the conversations; however, she reiterated that it happened 

because of their limited knowledge on teaching and researching. She stressed the 

point that they needed more guidance from me in most instances.  
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 Extract 6.7: 

Siti: I think you are more as a facilitator. As a leader, I don’t think so, 

because if you were a leader, you would instruct us of what to do. But, 

yeah, you facilitated us more; you guided us in many areas that we 

don’t know. 

Arfah: I see you as a facilitator and co-researcher because we were not 

familiar with the system. We were not familiar with the concept of 

multiliteracies, and we don’t have the experience yet. It was more of 

you facilitating the teaching and the researching process. Sometimes I 

see you as a co-researcher, because you tried to listen to our opinions 

and based the lesson plans on our ideas as well, so, sometimes I see you 

like a co researcher. But, more of a facilitator role. 

Fariza:   When you say that I facilitated the discussion process, what do you 

mean? 

Siti: (laugh) I see that you helped us a lot because we don’t have much 

knowledge in teaching as well as researching, so you gave us a lot of 

tips. 

Fariza: Do you think that I was a bit bossy? 

Siti: Sometimes (laugh), no, no, I think you helped us a lot 

Arfah:  Yes, yes, we have limited knowledge in this area, so you have to guide 

us a lot. If you were the leader, we might not have our discussions 

right, you can just tell us what to do.  

(Interview 1, 25 November 2010) 

  

 

In short, I think that the element of power distance was evident in the initial stage of 

our research project. At this stage, the research team’s collaborative practice was 

highly influenced by the Malaysian cultural values and practices. In Hawkins (2010) 

participatory action research project, which was conducted in an Australian setting, 

she recorded a significant event when her research team did not do what she had 

intended to do. She stated that she was initially frustrated with the situation; 

however, later concluded that the situation signified the true undertaking of a 

participatory action research where the research process was a bit messy and 

unpredictable. In the case of my Participatory Action Research Project, I think the 

evidence of power distance was quite clear as indicated in Extract 6.1 to Extract 6.7.  

The lecturers, who held an inferior position in the hierarchical structure, were more 

subservient and I, who had a more superior position, dominated the discussions.  
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Active co-researchers 

The initial stage of my Participatory Action Research Project began with the 

elements of status differences influencing the roles each research team members 

played in the collaborative research process.  As the collaborative research process 

progressed, the roles of each member began to shift. It seemed that the research 

process empowered each member to improve their roles and contribute more to the 

research process. This section will focus on the way the participatory action research 

process helped to empower each team member.  

 

As we moved deeper into the participatory action research process, Siti and Arfah 

were becoming closer to the research project by showing a sense of belonging to the 

project. At the earlier stage, the research project was often described as “Fariza’s 

research project”. Siti and Arfah kept on using the phrase “your research” whenever 

they were referring to the project (see the bold words in Extract 6.8).    

 Extract 6.8: 

Siti: Luckily for you, that there was a change [in terms of the students’ 

learning] 

Fariza:   Yeah, there was a change. 

Siti: At least, your research recorded a change; it shows that it is moving 

forward.  

Fariza: I was a beginning to get worried actually 

Siti: Me too! I was worried too. I thought your research would be ruined 

after the first interview with the students. 

  (Interview 2,  5 January 2011) 

 

However, as the action research project progressed, I noticed that Siti and Arfah 

displayed more of a sense of belonging to the research project by referring to the 

project as “our project”. The conversation extract in Extract 6.9 shows that Siti 

suggested conducting informal conversations with the students to see the students’ 

current view towards the multiliteracies approach. This time, instead of highlighting 
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the word “your research’’, she showed a sense of belonging by using the word “we” 

(see the bold words in Extract 6.9). Extract 6.9 illustrated her sense of belonging to 

the research project and she was no longer assisting me to complete my research 

project, but she was giving suggestions to improve the data collection method for the 

research project as a research team member.  

 Extract 6.9: 

Siti: You have not interviewed the students, right? 

Fariza: Not yet. 

Siti:   Ha, before we interview the students again, how about if we have a pre-

interview session where we talk to a few students  

Fariza: Yup, maybe we should do that. 

Siti: Maybe, we can take up 10 minutes from the class time, have a chat with 

the students, and see how they view the [multiliteracies] approach now.  

(Professional discussion 4, 19 January 2011) 

 

Arfah also showed a sense of belonging to the research project by explaining that she 

felt connected to the research project as described in Extract 6.10: 

 Extract 6.10: 

Arfah: In the beginning, I seriously thought that this type of research would be 

tedious. That was my initial assumption. But then, when we actually 

carried out the research, we observed the class, then we discussed, and 

then we reflected on the data and discussed how to improve our 

teaching. It was really, really fun. I was so connected to this research 

project.  

 (Interview 3, 2 February 2011) 

 

Through the participatory research process, Siti and Arfah were empowered to move 

from research subordinates, who provided necessary information for the decision-

making process, to the initiators of discussion by providing suggestions and 

alternative methods to better improve the research process. This point was evident in 

Extract 6.11, when Siti suggested alternatives for the existing data collection method 

after our unsuccessful attempt of getting rich data through the students’ interviews at 

the first cycle. In this excerpt, I voiced my concern regarding the students’ reluctance 

in sharing their opinions regarding their learning experiences. Siti, without 
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hesitation, suggested using a written questionnaire to obtain richer data.  It seemed 

clear that Siti was taking a different role from the one she took up at the beginning of 

the research project. She was no longer providing necessary information to aid my 

decision-making process, but she was initiating a discussion to improve the project. 

She had become an active member of the research team as she was suggesting 

alternatives to get richer data. Siti used the word “we” to refer to the collaborative 

effort of the research teams (see bold words in Extract 6.11.).  

 Extract 6.11: 

Fariza: I don’t know why the students would not express their views 

Siti:   In that case, we try to use other channel to collect data. We design a 

questionnaire, just a simple one and give to the students. Because they 

refused to say anything, we ask them to answer a questionnaire.  

Fariza: Umm, 

Siti: Don’t ask them to write their names  

Fariza: I don’t know whether we could use this method for data collection 

because this study was fully qualitative. 

Siti: This is off record, you just let me and Arfah conduct the questionnaire 

(laugh) 

Fariza: Or, we have said earlier that we wanted them to write reaction papers, 

right? We can use that method [to collect data]. 

Siti:  Yup! We can ask them to write their opinions. Arfah told me that they 

are okay with writing. 

(Professional discussion 4, 19 January 2011)  

 

Apart from initiating discussions, Siti and Arfah were also taking part in the 

decision-making process.  Extract 6.11 shows that the decision-making process was 

shared between Siti and me. In this extract Siti and I both negotiated ways to obtain 

richer data. Siti was quite fluent and confident with what she was saying. The 

conversation in Extract 6.11 did not show any signs of Siti seeking my approval to 

suggest ideas regarding the research project.  

 

Extract 6.12 also shows that the decision-making process was shared among the 

team members. In this conversation, Siti, Arfah and I were conducting a reflective 
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analysis on the issue of whether the students were showing any signs of 

improvement on their English language skills after learning using our multiliteracies 

module at the end of the second cycle. The input for this discussion was shared 

equally among members and was not dominated by any one member. I no longer 

dominated the discussion as I did previously and it seemed that Siti had more to say 

on the topic than I did when I mentioned that it was good that the students prepared 

scripts before recording their video and Siti elaborated on that point further by 

stating her opinion on how writing and preparing the scripts helped to improve the 

students’ English language skills.  

 Extract 6.12: 

Fariza:   Let’s look at their English language, whether there was an 

improvement in terms of their proficiency. Through the videos, I can 

see that their language is improving. 

Arfah: How about outside the video? 

Siti: I think in the videos, the language should be okay because everything 

was scripted. They have written it earlier and then practiced what to 

ask, what to say. 

Fariza: In a way, I think it is good that they wrote a script and practiced the 

presentation. 

Siti: I think so too because at least they practised using the language. In a 

long run, they will become conscious of what they should say. First, 

they practised and tried perfecting their scripts, later they might 

develop the language for real life interactions. 

Fariza: Yeah, if you do something repeatedly, you can develop the language. 

Can we say that through our multiliteracies activities, the students had 

language practice and opportunities to develop their English language 

skills? 

Arfah:  Definitely 

Siti: I think so too. I still remembered their first presentation [career blog 

presentation] 

Fariza: (laughs) yeah I could remember that too 

Siti: If they had points on what they presented, maybe I would have 

understood what they were saying. However, that is not the case, I 

didn’t understand and I kept asking myself, what were they saying? 

(laughs) 

Fariza: As if they were speaking German, right? (laughs). Nevertheless, this 

cycle was quite different, right? 

Siti: Yeah. 

(Professional discussion 5, 2 February 2011) 
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The shared decision-making process was also evident in Extract 6.13. In this 

professional discussion, we were engaged in a discussion on the issue of whether the 

first multiliteracies project was a failure as we had assumed earlier. We 

anonymously agreed that the first cycle was not a failure. Instead, it was an 

experimental stage for us to improve and tailor the multiliteracies pedagogy to 

particular characteristics of our cultural context. This conversation excerpt shows 

that the decision-making process was shared equally among the team members. I did 

not dominate the conversation and did not have the final say on the topic of 

discussion. Siti and Arfah were also quite comfortable in expressing their ideas in 

my presence. It seemed that they had more to say on the subject matter than I did.  

They were no longer subservient members of the research team, but had transformed 

into active co-researchers. They did not provide supporting information and they 

were no longer seeking for my approval when expressing ideas.  

 Extract 6.13: 

Fariza:   After we discuss all these things, I felt that it was not right to say that 

the first cycle was a failure. Do you consider the first cycle as a 

failure? 

Siti: I don’t think it was a failure. It was a trial-run. It was like a catalyst for 

this cycle. If we don’t have the first cycle, then we would not have the 

success in this cycle. 

Arfah: I think so too. Let us see it [the second cycle] like this, if we did not 

have the first assignment definitely we won’t have this outcome [in the 

second cycle]. 

Fariza: It does seem like that, right? 

Siti:  We actually identified the flaws of our multiliteracies approach at the 

first cycle, and then we amended our approach for this cycle. So, if we 

don’t have that, we won’t have this outcome. 

Arfah: I agree with you. If we did not improve our approach based on the 

outcome of the first project, we would not have this. 

Fariza: Yup. We would not have realized the deficiency of our approach 

without a trial –run at the first cycle, right? 

Arfah: Definitely we would not have realized. 

Siti: Yeah. 

(Professional discussion 5, 2 February 2011) 
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The most interesting situation at this stage was to see that Arfah and Siti were no 

longer reserved in expressing ideas that were contradictory to my statement and I did 

not dismiss their ideas like I used to do at the beginning of the project. In normal 

circumstances in Malaysian hierarchical society, it would be quite rare for members 

at a lower rank in the hierarchical structure to express disagreement directly to the 

person who was at a higher level of the structure (Asma, 2009). Extract 6.14 shows 

that the hierarchical gap between us had started to diminish.  

 

 Extract 6.14: 

Siti:   The students’ behind-the-scenes video clips showed that they actually 

did the recording again and again, right? I saw that as their effort of 

perfecting their work. I think when they do that, they had more 

confidence. 

Arfah: Doing presentations in front of a camera was different from presenting 

in front of the class. 

Siti: If you present in front of the camera, you will feel more relaxed and 

less stressful because you are not facing an audience, just the camera. 

Then, you can edit [the recording].  

Fariza: Maybe if we swap this project [second multiliteracies project] with the 

first one, maybe we could have overcome the students’ fear of talking in 

front of people. It is like we let them practise in front of the camera, it is 

like a grooming session before we ask them to do an oral presentation 

in front of the audience, for our career blog presentation. Then, maybe 

they would be more confident, 

Arfah: Umm, 

Fariza: Surprisingly, the students were very creative as shown in their 

documentaries, right? 

Siti:  (laugh) Right, I don’t see that quality in the classroom. 

Arfah:  I think it is because they were doing something they are interested in. 

Fariza: Umm, I think they really put a thought on what they were doing. I 

remembered this one group, in their videos the host were walking 

forward as they were talking, so that was different from the 

conventional way, just remain stationary. And, then there was one 

group actually used different camera angles. I think it was interesting. 

Siti: (laugh) I noticed that one group, the host, had a few change of clothes. 

Arfah; That was Ali [pseudonym], he had several change of clothes. 

Fariza: O really? I missed that detail (laugh) 

Arfah: They used the same setting but different shirts for each scene. 

Siti: I noticed that too. 

Arfah: I think, even though this cycle was successful, I don’t think if we have 

brought this project to the first cycle, I don’t know how to say this, but 

it [the second multiliteracies project] might not have the same outcome 
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as we had now. Because during the first cycle the students had not 

developed their critical thinking, teamwork skills. It doesn’t seem right; 

I don’t know how to say it. 

Fariza: I can see that too 

Arfah: The outcome would not be the same as what we have now. 

Fariza: Yeah, I think it is true. I get your point. 

(Professional discussion 5, 2 February 2011) 

 

In Extract 6.14, we were talking about the students’ videos. Siti and Arfah stated that 

the students had better presentation skills because they were not talking in front of 

real audiences. Siti stressed that the students felt more relaxed presenting in front of 

the camera because the recording could be edited. I suggested that it was possibly 

better for us to bring the second multiliteracies project to the first cycle, so that the 

students could overcome their fear of presenting in front of the audience through this 

project. Arfah was suddenly silent and expressed hesitations after listening to my 

statement and the discussion moved to another topic about the students’ creativity in 

the videos. After a few moments, Arfah stated her opinion regarding my statement 

earlier. She argued that if we have swapped the multiliteracies projects, we would 

not have the same outcome to the ones that we were having. This time, I did not 

dismiss her idea as I did during earlier stage in the research project. This shows that I 

was changing my assumptions about being the primary researcher to being a co-

researcher. 

Cultural clues 

 

As a Malaysian, I see Arfah’s hesitation as related to the Malaysian cultural practice 

of expressing disagreement with superiors.  Arfah at that point might be evaluating 

and contemplating her intention of expressing disagreement to my statement.  

Contradicting a person especially people who have a higher status in the hierarchical 

structure is very complex. The action involves serious consideration of the issue of 

power distance, face value, harmonious relationships and politeness. In most 

situations, subordinates would remain silent and avoid contradicting superiors. Arfah 

at this moment must be thinking whether it was appropriate for her according to her 

cultural values to express her disagreement. 
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Based on Extract 6.3 to Extract 6.14, it could be said that each of the team members 

were empowered to transform their roles in the research project. I was no longer in 

the leading role and Siti and Arfah were no longer playing the subordinating roles. 

These extracts (Extract 6.3 to 6.14) mapped out my journey from an authoritative 

facilitator who constantly controlled the direction of the discussion and made the 

final decision to a more collegial role. As the research project progressed, the 

cultural gap between the research team members and I as illustrated in Figure 6.4, 

became closer. Siti and Arfah also became closer to the research project. They 

showed signs of ownership of the research project as indicated in Extract 6.9 and 

Extract 6.10. Extract 6.3 to Extract 6.14 also mapped out Siti and Arfah’s journey 

from subordinating members to active co-researchers. They were more involved in 

determining the direction of the research project by providing constructive 

suggestions and comments. They were no longer subservient but were more engaged 

in the discussion and decision-making processes.   

 

 

FACILITATING A PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

PROJECT  

The beginning of this chapter elaborated on the internal conflicts that I faced caused 

by the influences of power in a hierarchical setting. Being part of the hierarchical 

society has influenced my role of facilitating a participatory action research. In my 

case, since I was at the higher position of the structure, my role as facilitator was 

initially quite authoritative. However, as we became more engaged with the research 

process, I became a collegial facilitator. In this section I will discuss the strategies I 
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undertook as a participatory action research facilitator to minimize the influence of 

hierarchical power on the research team relationship.  

 

The most important thing in becoming the facilitator of a participatory action 

research project in a hierarchical setting was first to relinquish the power that I had 

as the facilitator and researcher. I began the research project with the cultural 

influence on the roles of the research team members based on our position in the 

hierarchy. As I moved deeper into the collaborative process, I knew I had to make 

some initiatives to break the hierarchical barriers that the research team had at the 

initial stage of our research project. Even though in the beginning I rejoiced in the 

opportunity of having the power position in controlling the direction of my study, as 

the research progressed I was aware of the underpinning philosophy of participatory 

action research which is an egalitarian power relationship between the individual 

members of the research team. 

 

 I think that, by maintaining my authority would mean I could control the direction 

and even the outcome of the research process, but I would not truly be engaged in an 

egalitarian relationship with my team members. I think this realization was 

significant, as I was ready to relinquish the hierarchical power that I possessed and 

become a collegial facilitator. Without this realization, I think the Participatory 

Action Research Project would not have been successful. This point was also 

highlighted by Grant et al. (2008), who suggested that in order to equally share 

power with co-researchers, the researcher should be willing to relinquish the power 

position that one possesses as a researcher. At that point, I was ready to let go of the 

power of controlling the direction of the research project. 
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To achieve an egalitarian relationship with all the research team members, I 

negotiated the elements of power distance that were manifested clearly in the 

research team’s relationship. The main thing in facilitating the move from 

authoritative facilitator to a more collegial role was through building relationships. 

Heron and Reason (2006) stated that in facilitating a participatory action research 

project, it is essential to stress; 

“the creation of climate in which emotional states can be identified, so that 

distress and tension aroused by the inquiry can be openly accepted and 

processed, and joy and delight in it and with each other can be freely 

expressed” (p. 151). 

 

In building a good relationship with the team members, I created a platform for all 

individual members to express their feelings, experiences and opinions in a casual 

manner. I did not restrict the professional discussions to discussing matters only 

related to the research project. My main aim was to initiate a lot of discussion, and to 

involve Siti and Arfah in talking about their experiences, feelings, opinion on almost 

anything as often as possible. For example, Extract 6.15 shows an informal chat we 

had before a professional discussion. Here, I was responding to the issue of 

frustration faced by Siti and Arfah as new teachers, by sharing my own experience 

when I started teaching.  

 Extract 6.15: 

Siti:   I am sorry I am late. 

Fariza: It’s okay. 

Arfah: I am frustrated at this moment. I just received a text from one of the 

students. 

Siti: What’s wrong? 

Arfah:  Another student is requesting for an extension for an assignment’s 

dateline. I really feel frustrated. I think I have given them enough time. 

They just like to do last minute work. 

Fariza: Umm, I think it is normal. When I first got into teaching, I always felt 
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frustrated with the students. Teaching is an energy-consuming 

profession. We are usually emotionally attached to the students, so that 

is why we often get frustrated if we don’t get what we ask for from the 

students  

Siti: O, so it is something normal? I also felt frustrated with the students’ 

attitude, sometimes maybe too often (laughs). 

Arfah: Yeah. 

Fariza: We are still adjusting to our role of teaching, it is okay. As time goes 

by we will get used to teaching and students responses, and we will not 

feel frustrated that often.  

Arfah: Umm, interesting. I have so many classes, sometimes it could be quite 

overwhelming. 

 (Informal conversation, 24 November 2010) 

 

Cultural clues 

 

This conversation shows the traditional teacher-student relationship in a Malaysian 

classroom. Teachers were often seen as the providers of knowledge or experts in the 

classroom structure. Students usually have to show respect towards teachers by being 

obedient. In most situations, teachers expect students to listen and obey them as a 

sign of respect. If the students fail to obey the teachers’ directives, the students could 

be considered disrespectful and the act is often seen as offensive. 

 

 

In building a good rapport, I engaged Siti and Arfah in informal chats after teaching 

in the multiliteracies classroom. The conversations took almost 15 minutes as we 

were walking out from the classroom. The discussion focussed on our teaching 

approaches and the students’ responses. Due to the informal nature of these 

conversations, they were never recorded. However, I had the opportunity to record 

one casual dialogue Arfah and I had before a professional discussion. In Extract 

6.16, Arfah told me about the students’ responses after the research project that 

employed multiliteracies approach had ended.  

 Extract 6.16: 

Fariza: How’s the students? Are they still playful? 

Arfah: They were shocked. I asked them to do role-plays. All panicked, they 

didn’t want to do it. Yeoh (pseudonym) seemed wanted to cry. He is 

depressed, I have no idea why. 

Fariza: He must have some personal problems.  

Arfah:  Maybe. The rest panicked. I asked them to do it in pairs, one girl and 

one boy, so they were a bit motivated (laughs) 
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Fariza: (laughs) 

Arfah: But, I could see that they were trying to do it. They are used to our 

multiliteracies approach, that they don’t like this traditional approach. 

Fariza: It’s okay. If we get to do something with the findings of this study, 

things could change later, maybe not for them right now, maybe for 

others.  

Arfah: Yeah. But to see their faces, it was hard for me.  

 (Informal conversation, 2 February 2011) 

 

The casual interactions had an impact on my efforts to build relationship with the 

research team members.  In an interview, Arfah stressed that the facilitative role that 

I had undertaken was a catalyst for Siti and herself to be more open to share and 

express their opinions regarding the research project. She claimed that I assisted her 

in terms of understanding the basic concepts of multiliteracies as well as teaching 

multiliteracies in general. Arfah stressed that she felt comfortable sharing her 

feelings and ideas with me due to my efforts of sharing my own experiences. She 

mentioned that the casual dialogues that we constantly had minimized the gap 

between us and she felt that I was one of her colleagues. This point is evident in 

Extract 6.17. 

 Extract 6.17: 

Fariza: Throughout this research project, how do you see me? 

Arfah: I think you have the role of a facilitator and colleague role. Because we 

are new teachers and sometimes we were a bit lost, unsure about most 

things. But, you always share your experiences, and then the notion of 

multiliteracies. When you share all those things, we feel more 

welcomed to share ideas with you. So, when we share a lot of things, I 

feel that all of us are colleagues.  

Fariza: Umm 

Arfah:  Then, you are also very facilitative, because I don’t have much 

knowledge. You helped me a lot to understand the concepts, ideas or 

teaching approaches. 

 (Interview 3, 2 February 2011) 

  

 

Siti expressed similar points in an interview. At the final stage of the research 

project, she mentioned that she saw all members of the research team as colleagues. 
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She stressed that even though I helped them a lot throughout the research process, 

she did not see me as a person of authority. This was evident in Extract 6.18:  

 Extract 6.18: 

Fariza: Do you see that we [the research team members] played different 

roles? 

Siti: I think our group was successful. I did not see any difference in roles. I 

think we are the same, because we sat down and discussed everything; 

I cannot see the differences between us.  

Fariza: No differences at all? 

Siti: Yup. I see that we are the same. You did not segregate us, so I did not 

see the differences of roles. Yes, you helped us a lot, but I did not see 

your authority. We worked together. 

 (Interview 3, 8 February 2011) 

 

She repeated her point in Extract 6.19. She mentioned that she felt comfortable in 

sharing her thoughts and ideas with me because she did not see me as a person of 

authority. She emphasized that she thought our relationship had become closer and 

we were friends. 

 Extract 6.19: 

Fariza Maybe, the students did not see me as a person of authority. Maybe 

because they saw me as a person outside the classroom structure, that 

was why they were more open to me. I think they see Arfah as their 

teacher, so certain boundaries had to be considered. Maybe they were 

careful not to offend her. 

Siti: Yeah, maybe. If it were me, working with my boss, I would not feel 

comfortable (laughs). But, I did not feel like that with you, I feel 

comfortable talking to you. I did not see you as a person of authority. I 

feel like we are friends, you know, the same level as Arfah and I. When I 

am with you, I felt free to express all my ideas, whenever we have our 

discussions. So, I really tell everything to you.  

 (Interview 3, 8 February 2011) 

 

In the same interview, Siti stated “But, this point I shared with you only because I 

see you as my friends already” (Interview 3, 8 February 2011). In this excerpt, Siti 

was sharing her opinion regarding an existing company policy. She mentioned that 

she was comfortable in sharing with me due to the close relationship that we had. 
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She explained that since we had a lot of discussion in many areas, she felt 

comfortable in telling me her frustrations towards the company’s policy.  

 

It seems that initiating a participatory action research in a Malaysian cultural context 

was different from initiating the same research project in a Western context.  

Stoecker (1999) suggested that academics seem to adopt three approaches in 

participatory research, where they can be viewed as the initiator, the consultant and 

the collaborator. In the current research project, I initiated the research project and 

throughout the research process, I facilitated the research process, at first through an 

authoritative manner although later I shifted to a more collegial manner.  

 

This shows that facilitating a participatory action research in a hierarchical structure 

requires more from the academics rather than the clean-cut process of initiating, 

consulting and collaborating with the research team members. It was more 

complicated and was very much influenced by our cultural background. At first it 

required the readiness of the participatory action researcher to share power with the 

team members in practical situations. It means that a 34-year old researcher and 

university lecturer with a hierarchical background was able to listen to the ideas and 

opinions of two 23-year old polytechnic lecturers. It was not only about listening but 

also about accepting and acknowledging and valuing their ideas and opinions as 

equal voices.  

 

Next, the facilitator of a participatory action research in a hierarchical setting has the 

challenge of encouraging members from lower positions of the structure to speak up. 

Siti and Arfah had issues in the beginning with expressing their ideas regarding the 
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research process as they preferred to take up subordinating roles due to their lower 

position in the research team’s hierarchical structure. However, through building 

relationship efforts, both were encouraged to share their voices.  In short, facilitators 

of a participatory action research project in a hierarchical society had to negotiate the 

issue of power that exist in a hierarchical culture.  

 

Cultural clues 

 

As a Malaysian woman, I understand this point. Due to the hierarchical structure, we 

believe that young people should listen to older people due to their knowledge base. 

Older people sometimes have difficulties in listening to younger people and 

sometime could be offended. Older people are often considered as “banyak makan 

garam” (eat more salt), meaning they know better because they have experienced so 

much due to their age. Young people are often considered “setahun jagung” (young 

corn), meaning they are still young and immature and do not know what they are 

doing most of the time. In the case of the research project, it was a challenge for me 

to listen and accept Siti and Arfah’s opinions and disagreements due to my cultural 

belief and practices. Similarly, it is a challenge for superiors to listen to their 

subordinates. It works both ways as young people prefer to remain quite rather than 

express disagreement to their superiors. Being silent is considered a sign of respect 

and most probably would be able to avoid conflict and confrontations.  

 

 

 

 

THEORISING WAYS TO CONDUCT A PARTICIPATORY 

ACTION RESEARCH IN A MALAYSIAN CULTURAL 

CONTEXT  

Conducting a participatory action research in a hierarchical setting was challenging. 

The basis of participatory action research philosophy itself was a challenge to the 

basic principle of the hierarchical society in which I lived and worked. Participatory 

action research strives for egalitarian relationship among members of the research 
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team; meanwhile, in a hierarchical culture, inequality is acknowledged, accepted and 

considered normal. Conducting participatory action research in a hierarchical setting 

was like working in two contrastive worlds. 

 

It was like my own experience studying in Australia, where I had to struggle with 

understanding and getting used to the concept of equal relationship between teachers 

and myself. I remembered once when I attended a doctoral confirmation seminar at 

the university. It was held in a small meeting room and all chairs are occupied. The 

Associate Dean of Research came in and since all the chairs have been occupied, he 

stood at the back. I stood up (culturally required as a sign of respect) and offered my 

chair to him, but he refused the offer. I sat down and I looked at everybody else, they 

were calm as if nothing important was happening.  I felt like my heart was exploding 

inside.  How could I let the Associate Dean of Research be a back bencher while, I, a 

student sat on the cosy chair at the table? The situation seemed trivial but the effect it 

had on me was huge. It was a challenging task to understand the cultural differences 

between two cultures and its impact on my study in Australia. Similarly, conducting 

a participatory action research in a hierarchical setting was challenging and required 

negotiations from the research participants. 

 

Based on the findings of this study, it would be useful for a participatory action 

researcher to acknowledge the elements of power distance that already exists in the 

society. It is important to acknowledge that hierarchical power is valid and plays an 

important role in determining how each member of the research team contribute to 

the research process.  In my study, the elements of status difference were evident at 

the initial stage of planning the project. My concerns about working with two senior 
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teachers were genuine concerns that were common in working in a hierarchical 

structure.  The feeling of relief I felt when the two senior teachers’ places were 

replaced by two junior teachers in the research team was also a classic example of 

working in that particular structure. Another example was the influence of status 

differences according to the position in the research relationship. At the beginning of 

the research project, all research team members acted according to our position in the 

hierarchical structure where I dominated the discussion and the two teachers were 

more subservient.  Those instances were genuine situations and real feelings.  

 

Participatory action researchers working in a hierarchical structure should 

acknowledge the validity of status difference according to the position in the 

hierarchical structure to ensure that it is possible to negotiate and re-negotiate these 

elements throughout the research process. This point was also noted by Dworski-

Riggs and Langhout (2010) who suggested that participatory action research process 

can emerge as long as the researchers are aware of the influence of power distance 

and tailor their research approaches to that setting. 

 

Based on the findings of this study, the participants of a participatory action research 

project in a hierarchical setting can also be empowered to contribute more to the 

research process. In the beginning, Siti and Arfah  who were at a lower position in 

the hierarchical structure, played a supporting role where they provided necessary 

information for the discussion but refrained from giving ideas and contributing to the 

decision-making process. But, as they were more engaged in the collaborative 

process, they became active co-researchers as they were more comfortable in 

contributing ideas and making decisions. Similarly, I began the journey as an 
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authoritative facilitator and as the research project progressed, I became a more 

collegial facilitator. These instances show that participatory action research in a 

hierarchical society would not only be influenced by the elements of power distance, 

but could also empower participants to disassociate themselves from the influences 

of the hierarchical power. 

 

From my own participatory action research experiences in the Malaysian context, I 

realized that the element of power distance was quite significant. My participatory 

action research project did not offer a totally free and equal power ratio in the 

research relationship but it allowed me to discover the significance of status 

differences and how to negotiate and manage it so that we could achieve a 

democratizing collaborative research effort. The participatory action research 

process also empowered me and the research team to challenge our roles as defined 

by our hierarchical background. 

 

In short, to conduct a participatory action research in the Malaysian context, one 

must: 

1. Acknowledge the influence of power distance in the hierarchical structure in 

social and institutional setting; 

2. acknowledge that participatory action research could empower participants 

with the help of the facilitator of the research project;  

3. acknowledge that participatory action research in the Malaysian context 

could not be totally egalitarian or democratizing, but understanding of these 

points would help one to devise practical plans in minimizing cultural 

implications; 
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4. minimize hierarchical gap through building relationship efforts among the 

research participants. 

 

 

SUMMARY OF THIS CHAPTER 

This chapter explained data and findings of the Participatory Action Research 

Project. It discussed the element of power distance and empowerment in conducting 

a participatory action research project in a Malaysian setting. This chapter ended by 

theorising ways to conduct a participatory action research in a Malaysian cultural 

context.  

 

Chapter 7 is the conclusion of this dissertation. It summarizes the findings in all 

chapters and outlines the contributions of this study to the body of knowledge. It will 

also present limitations and recommendations for further studies.  
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 

PREVIEW 

This chapter summarizes the study. It provides explanations of the research process 

and the ways in which the study contributes to knowledge about teaching using a 

multiliteracies approach and about conducting a participatory action research in a 

Malaysian context. This chapter concludes with presenting limitations and 

implications of the study, as well as suggestions for further research. 

 

 

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY 

Where the study started 

The original notion of this study (Chapter 1) began with the goal of finding an 

alternative pedagogy to enhance employability skills among Malaysian graduates 

following reports (e.g., the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education, 2008, 2009; 

Morshidi et al., 2012) of the high unemployment rate among the graduates. Studies 

(e.g., Fitrisehara et al. 2009; Morshidi et al, 2012) suggested that the roots of the 

problems were related to poorly developed 21
st
 century skills such as English 

language and communication, and technological and higher-order thinking skills. In 

conjunction with the emphasis of government policies (e.g., Malaysian Ministry of 

Higher Education, 2006, 2011) on generating these employability skills among 

Malaysian university graduate, I was interested to investigate what was happening in 
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the classroom and to implement a new pedagogical approach that might help to 

address the issue.  

 

Due to this, I was interested to explore the possibilities of implementing a 

multiliteracies approach based on multiliteracies pedagogy as conceptualised by The 

New London Group (1996, 2000). The multiliteracies approach was not about 

integrating technologies in learning per se, but about developing the knowledge and 

skills that are necessary for learners to understand, discuss, reflect and use multiple 

representations of texts, such as in the current technological resources to participate 

effectively in a variety of formal (economy, work) social and cultural situations. 

Although multiliteracies was conceptualized more than 16 years ago, it has been 

expanded (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Kalantzis & Cope, 2004) and widely researched 

on (e.g., Borsheim et al., 2008; Grabil & Hicks, 2008; Pandian & Balraj, 2010).  It 

was based on these concepts that the research team designed a multiliteracies 

approach that emphasized the: 

 use of multimodal resources and current technologies; 

 development of skills and knowledge related to the use of technologies and 

the 21
st
 century; 

 cultivation of the sense of active participation from students in determining 

their learning process. 

 

In conjunction with the government policies of enhancing employability skills 

among Malaysian university graduate, many studies in Malaysia have focused on the 

integration of technologies in learning (e.g., Ng & Raja Maznah, 2008; Rohaida & 

Kamariah, 2005); however, there was a gap in the literatures about local socio-
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cultural values and practices that influenced students’ interpretation and negotiation 

of pedagogical approaches in the classroom. This study filled that gap where the 

students’ socio-cultural influences were explored and examined to gain better 

understandings of the issue.  

 

Using a socio-cultural perspective, I also explored the socio-cultural influences of 

Malaysian society in determining the research processes and outcomes of a 

participatory action research project. This study highlighted the contradictory aspect 

between the participatory action research ideal, which recommends an egalitarian 

relationship among research participants, and the hierarchical background of the 

research team members that recognizes power distance between societal members 

based on their position in the structure.  This research project mapped out the 

journey of the research team members in negotiating the participatory action 

research process based on our cultural perspectives and practices.  

 

Research questions 

In short, this study consisted of two layers which were the Multiliteracies Project and 

the Participatory Action Research Project. In the Multiliteracies Project, the research 

team investigated the implementation of a multiliteracies approach in a classroom 

through a collaborative research process. In the Participatory Action Research 

Project, I explored the research teams’ experiences in conducting a participatory 

action research project. This study aimed to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do Malaysian polytechnic students negotiate learning using a 

multiliteracies approach? 
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2. How did the students’ socio-cultural background influence the process 

and outcome of implementing a multiliteracies approach in a classroom in 

a Malaysian higher education institution? 

3. How did the research team’s socio-cultural background influence the 

research process and outcomes of the participatory action research 

project? 

 

Methodology 

This study was conducted in English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom in a 

Malaysian Higher education institution, Bakti Polytechnic. The polytechnic was 

undergoing transformations according to the Malaysian Ministry of Higher 

Education’s Polytechnic Transformation Plan to upgrade polytechnics to universities 

and to be a leading institution to produce professionals for the Malaysian workforce 

in the 21
st
 century (Mohd Khuzairi, 25 February 2010). I worked with two Bakti 

Polytechnic’s lecturers as co-researchers to explore the students’ learning 

experiences. The ESL classroom consisted of 28 students, and 12 students were 

invited to be the focus group. The students were in their first year of the Diploma in 

Civil Engineering course.  

 

The duration of the study was eight weeks and conducted within two cycles of the 

action research process, which included the spiral process of reflection, planning, 

action, observation and reflection (Hawkins, 2010). The first four-week cycle began 

in early December and the second cycle began in January and lasted for four weeks. 

Data were collected through qualitative measures, such as classroom observations, 
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professional discussions, informal conversations, a research journal, classroom 

artefacts and semi-structured interviews. 

 

Data were analysed collaboratively with the research team using a critical reflective 

analysis framework. The study utilized a critical reflective analysis due to the 

important role of reflection and action in participatory action research. In addition, 

the research project was closely related to improving teaching and learning where 

critical reflective analysis has been seen as a medium for improvement (MacFarlane 

et al., 2006; Noble, 2007; Osmond & Darlington, 2005; York-Barr et al., 2006). The 

framework was based on Macfarlane’s et al. (2006) four-step model in developing 

critical reflective practice and York Barr et al.’s (2006) reflective practice model. 

The framework I developed consisted of five steps, which included: 

1. observing and noting personal reflections, 

2. confronting and thinking; 

3. taking action; 

4. observing and noting personal reflections; 

5. forming theories and thinking otherwise. 

 

 

INSIGHTS FROM THE STUDY 

This section summarizes the findings of Chapters 4, 5 and 6, and provides insights 

into the topic of teaching using a multiliteracies approach and conducting a 

participatory action research in a Malaysian context. 
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Teaching using a multiliteracies approach in Malaysian learning setting 

This study showed that implementing a Western-based pedagogy in a Malaysian 

context can be challenging because of the differences of cultural learning and 

practices. The multiliteracies approach (The New London Group, 1996, 2000) was 

not a widely used pedagogical approach in the Malaysian learning context and some 

of its concepts were contrary to the Malaysian students’ learning perspectives and 

practices. For example, literatures (Hwang & Muhammad Amin, 2007; Nadzrah, 

2005; Tang & Abdul Ghani Kanesan, 2007) showed that most Malaysian learning 

focused on using print-based resources and emphasizing examination success; 

meanwhile a multiliteracies approach recommended learning using multimodal 

resources to develop multiple literacies.  

 

The first cycle of this study (Chapter 4) showed that the students, who were 

accustomed to learning English as a Second Language (ESL) using textbooks and 

examination question practices, faced challenges when learning using a 

multiliteracies approach. Firstly, they had issues with learning using technologies. 

Data showed that the students were highly engaged in learning sessions that utilized 

multimodal resources; however, in doing individual tasks some students had issues 

in handling the technologies because they preferred to browse personal social 

network websites. Furthermore, it seemed that the students had limited knowledge in 

using multimodal resources and technologies for learning as most students 

plagiarized (copy-paste culture) from the Internet to complete classroom tasks and 

the first multiliteracies project. For example, the content of their career blogs (the 

first multiliteracies project) was a result of copying from other websites. Secondly, 

the students demonstrated that they were struggling in negotiating 21
st
 century skills 
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such as oral presentation skills, critical thinking, and peer-collaborative works, and 

active and collaborative participation in designing classroom learning. In giving oral 

presentations, students displayed poor presentations skills by reading from the LCD 

projector screen. In addition, the students reported significant issues in working in 

teams effectively, where some students completed the tasks on behalf of their group 

members. Additionally, when the research team asked the students to share their 

learning experiences, most of the students chose to avoid answering the questions by 

remaining silent or giving a one word answer.  

 

Through a series of critical reflective analyses, the research team analysed the 

reasons underlying the challenges faced by the students at the first cycle, and we 

attributed them to the clash between the concepts of multiliteracies approach to the 

students’ cultural learning and practices. Firstly, most of the students came from 

learning contexts that emphasized learning for examination success and using print-

based resources such as textbooks and sample examination questions; therefore they 

were struggling to manage and handle technologies in learning. Due to their 

examination-based culture, the students also had issues in engaging in critical 

thinking activities. In addition, the students were used to individual learning that 

focussed on answering the examination questions and rarely involved collaborative 

work among peers, and that contributed to their poor collaboration among group 

members. Secondly, the formal and distanced teacher-student relationship in 

Malaysian culture inhibited the students from actively participating in the 

collaborative participation with teachers in sharing their learning experiences to 

improve the learning module.   
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Realizing the influence of the students’ examination-based learning and practices 

towards their learning, the research team redesigned the first multiliteracies module 

to better suit the students’ cultural learning attributes. The recommended 

amendments were: 

4. The provision of more guidance and information from the teachers by 

providing detailed descriptions of all tasks and learning activities; 

5. a reduction in the status  gap between teachers and students through having 

more informal and casual interactions between teachers and students; 

6. the encouragement of 21
st
 century skills among students through engagement 

with critical thinking activities, the use of multimodal resources and 

technologies, peer-collaborative tasks, and active participation in designing 

own learning.  

 

This study showed that by incorporating and considering the students’ cultural 

practices to produce a contextualized multiliteracies module, it provided better 

learning experiences for the students and enhanced the learning of 21
st
 century skills. 

The second cycle of the study (Chapter 5) recorded the students’ responses toward 

learning using the revised multiliteracies module. Data showed that through the 

contextualized multiliteracies approach, the students negotiated learning better than 

they had during the first cycle. The students demonstrated improved handling of 

technologies for learning, producing authentic works, and peer-collaborative efforts. 

Data showed that the students were able to use technologies such as mobile phones, 

digital cameras and MovieMaker software to produce a 15-minute documentary 

about significant issues in their community. Their documentaries were authentic and 

did not display any form of copy-paste (plagiarizing) action. In addition, the students 
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reported that they had better team collaboration as they employed effective problem 

solving in handling issues of teamwork. Furthermore, the students showed 

significant transformations in terms of becoming active participants in designing 

their own learning processes. They were no longer reserved in sharing their learning 

experiences as well as suggesting ideas to improve the learning module.  

 

The study also showed that through the contextualized multiliteracies module, the 

students explored learning in new ways, different from their previous learning 

experiences where learning focussed on using texts books and handouts containing 

sample examination questions. The students claimed that through the multiliteracies 

approach, they experienced adventures in learning. They enjoyed learning using the 

multimodal resources and negotiating the complexities of using technologies in 

completing classroom tasks. They explained that multimodal resources and 

technologies were a part of their actual lives outside the classroom and learning 

using those resources helped them to explore skills and knowledge that seemed 

appropriate for the 21
st
 century. The students also suggested that learning using the 

multiliteracies approach provided them with meaningful experiences as compared to 

formal classroom learning that they experienced before through traditional 

approaches. They were engaged in authentic interactions with people in their 

community and these assisted their learning.  In addition, through the multiliteracies 

projects, the students displayed their abilities to transform their existing knowledge 

into new skills and knowledge. 

 

This study contributes to knowledge about how English as a Second language (ESL) 

in a Malaysian classroom can be taught in a different way from the traditional 
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examination-based approach. Data showed that it is possible to move from learning 

using print-based resources and sample examination questions to an approach that 

uses current technology and authentic tasks in learning ESL. The examination-based 

learning background of the students was not an obstacle for the students to adapt to 

learning using a multiliteracies approach that recommends using multimodal texts 

and learning multiple literacies. Instead, their examination-based background was 

taken into consideration to personalize the multiliteracies approach.   

 

Personalizing the multiliteracies approach according to the students’ cultural values 

and practices provided a connection from an examination-based learning culture to 

learning the skills and knowledge of the 21
st
 century such as using technologies, 

critical thinking and effective teamwork. For example, in Malaysian learning 

context, a teacher is usually viewed as a source of knowledge and often, teachers 

disseminate all the information in the classroom or use a technique known as 

“spoon-feeding” (Pandian & Balraj, 2010), where a teacher prescribes knowledge 

and students listen. Our multiliteracies approach used the prescriptive teaching 

approach as a bridge for students to move from learning following teachers’ 

directives to a more independent learning of applying the acquired knowledge to 

transform their existing knowledge and practices. Through this approach, this study 

addressed the dilemma of Tan and Guo (2009), who in their article suggested that 

fusing new literacies in “old institute of learning” (p. 323) remained a challenging 

task due to the conflict between the emphasis of multimodality in multiliteracies 

approach and the emphasis of print literacy in the curriculum and assessment of the 

Singaporean examination-based learning context.  
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The current study provided an answer to such a predicament by fusing the students’ 

examination-based learning approach with the multiliteracies components. This 

study suggested that although the multiliteracies approach is a Western-based 

pedagogy, it can be adapted and negotiated with diverse interpretations to make it 

work for students from Malaysia who have examination-based  learning backgrounds 

and different expectations of learning based on distinctive cultural values and 

practices.  

 

Conducting participatory action research in a Malaysian context 

This study showed that conducting a Western-based research methodology in the 

Malaysian context can be challenging (Chapter 6). The participatory action research 

ideal recommends participatory effort in conducting research among a group of 

people with egalitarian research relationships, which seems to be in opposition to the 

traditional hierarchical structure in Malaysian context that recognizes and 

acknowledges status differences among individuals in social, institutional and 

organizational contexts (Asma, 2009; Hofstede, 2001).  I worked with two lecturers 

as a research team. However, because of my age, academic qualification, teaching 

experiences, and as the initiator of the research project, I was considered as having 

higher status as compared to Siti and Arfah (the lecturers).  

 

In the first cycle of the study, the research team members demonstrated the influence 

of hierarchical status difference through the roles the research team members took at 

the beginning of the research project. As a person having a higher position in the 

structure, I initiated all discussions and took control of all decision-making 

processes. As people who were at a lower position in the hierarchy, Siti and Arfah 
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played supporting roles. They provided necessary information for the decision-

making processes and preferred to leave the decision-making to me as the initiator of 

the research project. In addition, they expressed agreement to all the decisions made 

by me. One significant event was when Siti attempted to suggest an action plan for 

the research project. She asked for my approval after giving the suggestion. Seeing 

that I was not keen with the idea, Siti withdrew her suggestion and all research team 

members agreed on the action plans decided by me.  

 

This shows that the status differences among the research team members influenced 

their roles in the research process. The status differences were not about oppressive 

power, but were related to Malay cultural values and practices of demonstrating 

respect to older people and leaders for their knowledge-base. Siti and Arfah’s 

responses in expressing agreement to all my decisions symbolized their respect to me 

as an older person and a person with more knowledge regarding the research project. 

They avoided expressing opposing views because of our cultural values that 

discourage confrontations in order to maintain harmonious relationshipss, a quality 

that is highly valued in Malaysian society. The study demonstrated that, in 

conducting a participatory action research in the Malaysian context, it is significant 

to understand the underlying cultural values and practices that influence the roles of 

research participants. This will enable participatory action researchers to negotiate 

the status differences more effectively.  

 

This study showed that engagement in a participatory action research encouraged the 

lecturers, Siti and Arfah, to transform their roles in the research project from 

subordinating roles to active participants of the research process. As the initiator of 
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participatory action research, I realized that it was important to uphold the ideals of 

participatory action research such as an egalitarian research relationship and a 

shared-decision making process; thus I began to make efforts to foster those concepts 

in the research project.  

 

Siti and Arfah on the other hand became active co-researchers, as they were more 

involved in the research process such as giving suggestions to improve the research 

project and contributing actively in decision-making processes. They started to show 

a sense of belonging by referring to the research project as “our research”. They 

were no longer providing information to assist my decision–making process, but 

became initiators of discussions by sharing and expressing their opinions on the 

issues of implementing a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian learning context. 

They demonstrated more speaking turns and confidence to express opposing views. 

Indeed, Siti and Arfah challenged a traditional practice where they expressed 

disagreement to some of my statements. This is not a common practice in our 

cultural context.  In short, the study confirmed that participatory action research 

encourages social transformations as the research team changed their roles from 

subordinate members to active participants.  

 

The current study shows that the key to social transformations in the hierarchical 

setting was the building relationship efforts taken throughout the research project. In 

the first cycle, the students were reluctant to share their learning experiences due to 

the formal teacher-student relationship in Malaysian culture. Students were worried 

that, by giving suggestions, teachers would be offended, as teachers are often viewed 

as experts in the Malaysian context. To encourage the students to be active 
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participants in the planning of their learning, the research team employed efforts to 

minimize the gap that traditionally exists between teachers and students. In order to 

do this, we conducted more informal teacher-student conversations between our 

lessons. Specifically, we required the students to present formal reports on their 

progress of completing the second multiliteracies project. The teachers used the 

report to initiate discussion in small groups, where we addressed issues that the 

students had raised in their reports. The students were initially reserved and 

submissive in these sessions, but as the research project progressed data showed that 

the students became more confident to engage in discussions with the teachers. 

 

 Similarly, in encouraging the lecturers to move from subordinate research members 

to active participants, I made constant efforts to build good relationships among the 

research team in order to reduce the gap and power distance that was determined 

according to our positions in the hierarchical structure. To encourage active 

participation, as the initiator of the participatory action research and a person of 

higher position in the hierarchical structure, I was ready to share the control with the 

research team members who were at a lower position in the structure. I was open to 

the idea of receiving suggestions from the team members and I valued their opinions. 

In addition, I provided opportunities for the lecturers to express their ideas and 

opinions in a casual manner, and conducted informal interactions outside the 

classroom and professional discussions. As a result, the barrier between Arfah, Siti 

and me were reduced and they no longer considered me a person with authority and 

they realized that they could have a say in the decision-making process relating to 

teaching the multiliteracies unit. 
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

One of the limitations of the study was that it was a small-scale study. It was 

conducted in one context, which was an English as a Second Language (ESL) 

classroom in one higher education institution in Malaysia. The focus was small as 

the data and findings were based on the experiences of 12 students and two lecturers.  

It was also a short term study as it was conducted within two cycles of action 

research within an eight week period. Even though the study was a small-scale study, 

the scope was sufficient in providing rich data regarding the students’ experiences in 

learning using the multiliteracies approach. The findings of the study provided 

understandings about a specific context, but the findings could be used as a 

substantial basis for future researches.   

 

Another limitation of the study was the small number of people in the participatory 

action research team, where only one researcher and two lecturers participated in the 

study.  In studying a particular social context, participatory action research ideals 

suggest that all levels of the community be involved as co-researchers in one 

research team. This study did not involve all stakeholders in the learning contexts of 

Bakti Polytechnic such as the curriculum designers, administrators, and parents who 

could provide multiple as well as diverse perspectives on the issue based on their 

interest and roles in the community. In addition, the current study did not involve 

students as co-researchers. Students could have provided insider perspectives 

regarding their learning. However, the collaborative experience of the research team 

was substantial enough to provide basic guidelines to conduct a participatory action 

research in the context and could be used as a foundation for further research on 

participatory action research in Malaysia. 
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The study also discussed the cultural values of the Malay community, and did not 

address other ethnic groups’ cultural values. Malaysia consists of three dominant 

ethnic groups with distinctive cultural values. By focusing the discussion on Malay 

cultural values and perspectives, this study did not represent the experiences of 

Malaysians as a whole. However, since almost all participants were from the Malay 

society, I think it was appropriate to use the Malay cultural values and practices to 

explain the findings of the study. In addition, one participant was from the Malaysian 

Chinese ethnic group and the study has addressed a small number of cultural 

attributes of the Chinese community. Although many studies (e.g Asma, 1996; Lim 

& Asma, 2001) showed that Malaysians do share some similar cultural 

characteristics such as face saving and hierarchical structure, it is inappropriate to 

classify all participants with similar culture as the Malay community. 

 

Another limitation was that the study focussed on only the students’ experiences of 

learning using the multiliteracies approach. The study did not explore the 

experiences and challenges, if any, of the teachers in implementing a Western-based 

pedagogy that stressed active participation, collaboration, and critical thinking in a 

learning context that has different cultural practices and interprets learning through 

different cultural values. 

 

 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The Malaysian educational policy makers are highlighting the importance of 

producing Malaysian university graduates who are highly employable and possess 

21
st
 century learning skills. I suggest that a contextualized multiliteracies approach 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

304 

 

would be a suitable pedagogical approach in order to enhance learners’ experiences 

and promote the learning of the 21
st
 century skills. The findings of the study show 

that the contextualized multiliteracies approach promoted necessary skills for the 21
st
 

century such as linking classroom learning to practical knowledge, communicating 

in the English language, critical thinking, and team work. These skills could be the 

basis of developing employability skills among the students.  

This study showed that that by taking a pedagogical approach from the Western 

educational system without further investigation on how the students’ socio-cultural 

attributes influence the way they learn could be challenging and detrimental for the 

students.  Through understanding the students’ socio-cultural perspectives and 

practices in learning, the research team was able to link their socio-cultural learning 

to the concepts of multiliteracies. In personalising the multiliteracies module, the 

research team employed the following steps and these steps might be useful for 

further attempts at implementing a multiliteracies approach in an examination-based 

learning context. In order to contextualize the multiliteracies module, we: 

1. recognized the influences of cultural values and practices of the students in 

learning; 

1. used the combination of print-based and multimodal resources in teaching; 

2. linked classroom learning to practical knowledge to provide meaningful 

experience for the students; 

3. included the element of adventure and exploration in learning; 

4. incorporated prescriptive teaching as a bridge to using multiliteracies 

approach; 

5. provided more teacher support through using building relationship efforts to 

minimize the formality of the teacher-student relationship. 
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In order to ensure the success of a participatory action research in a Malaysian 

setting, I realized that it was important to consider a few points prior to conducting 

the research project. It was important to acknowledge the presence and influences of 

status differences in the hierarchical structure in social, institutional and 

organizational settings in the Malaysian context. The research relationship in the 

research project could not be totally egalitarian or equal, but understanding the 

cultural attributes of the contexts helped me to devise practical action plans to 

minimize the gap between research team members based on their position in the 

social hierarchy.  One of the action plans involved employing building relationship 

efforts, such as conducting frequent informal conversations in order to reduce the 

hierarchical gap. With all these points, I encouraged the research participants to 

transform their subordinating roles to active participants in a participatory act ion 

research project. These points could be useful as a foundation for negotiating 

Malaysian cultural implications in future participatory action research.  

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The current study provided data on how a Western-based pedagogy can be 

implemented in a Malaysian context based on the students’ learning experiences. To 

get a better understanding of how a multiliteracies approach can be implemented in a 

Malaysian setting, an investigation on the Malaysian educators’ experiences would 

be necessary. Data in the current study showed that the lecturers were not familiar 

with using multimodal resources in their teaching and that they tended to prioritize 

examination-based lessons. The findings of this study suggested that these practices 

were the underlying factors that caused the students’ poor performances in 
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negotiating learning using the multiliteracies approach in the first cycle of the study, 

and this suggests that educators could face similar challenges. Future studies on 

Malaysian educators’ experiences in implementing a multiliteracies approach might 

provide valuable insights into teachers’ predicament between preparing students 

towards examination success, and using a multiliteracies approach to enhance 

students’ learning experiences and acquiring 21
st
 century learning skills.  

 

In addition, a longitudinal and large-scaled study would provide deeper insights into 

the issue of taking a Western-based pedagogy to a Malaysian examination-based 

learning context. A future study might involve a number of learning contexts from 

several higher education learning institutions in Malaysia, as a way of providing data 

about the use of a multiliteracies approach across multiple contexts.  

 

A future study could also involve more action research cycles. The current study 

with two action research cycles provided rich data, but on a small scale.  A 

longitudinal study with more action research cycles would provide better 

opportunities to improve the implementation of a multiliteracies approach in 

Malaysia due to the close connection of reflection and practical actions in 

participatory action research. This could provide guidelines to assist Malaysian 

educators in implementing the multiliteracies approach in their classrooms.  

 

The current study investigated the experiences of a university researcher and two 

lecturers in conducting a participatory action research in a hierarchical context and it 

provided data that might be useful for establishing other participatory action 

research. A future study could involve all stakeholders in the education field such as 
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policy makers, administrators, researchers, teachers, parents and students in one 

research project. Such a study could provide diverse perspectives towards the issue 

of the implementation of a multiliteracies approach in Malaysian settings, as each 

group might have different perspectives and interests that would affect the direction 

and outcomes of the research project. Additionally, a bigger participatory action 

research group would provide a richer data in exploring the experiences of each 

research team members in interpreting and negotiating the ideals of participatory 

action research. It should shed light on the issue of the influences Malaysian cultural 

values and practices as well as social transformations in a participatory action 

research. 

 

The current research could also be expanded to involve different ethnic groups in 

Malaysia, including the Malays, Chinese, Indians and Bumiputera (sons of soil). 

Investigating the research experiences of students and research team members from 

different ethnic groups in Malaysia would probably bring the study to a new level. 

This is where data will be diverse due to the distinctive cultural values and practices 

of each ethnic group.  The study could explore how each ethnic group’s distinctive 

cultural values and practices make sense of learning using a multiliteracies approach 

and conducting a participatory action research.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study investigated the implementation of a Western-based pedagogy, a 

multiliteracies approach, in a Malaysian context. The study showed that Malaysian 

students faced challenges in negotiating learning using a multiliteracies approach as 
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it is different from their examination-based learning experiences and challenges 

some cultural values and practices. This study showed that personalizing the 

multiliteracies approach to the students’ learning cultures provided meaningful 

learning experiences for the students and fostered 21
st
 century learning skills and 

knowledge amongst the students. 

 

This study also investigated the issues of conducting a Western-based research 

methodology, participatory action research, in a Malaysian hierarchical context. The 

study shows that, in a hierarchical setting, status differences among research team 

members were best acknowledged and could be minimized through building 

relationship efforts. In addition, the study showed that participatory action research 

empowered researchers to step away from their traditionally-determined roles in the 

hierarchical structure and become active participants who contributed to a 

transformed learning environment in their own social context. As has been 

demonstrated, this study has contributed original knowledge relevant to the field and 

to the methodology. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

309 

 

REFERENCES 

80 000 graduan dilatih-Skim Latihan Siswazah Menganggur diwujudkan semula.[80 

000 gradutes are trained- Unemployed graduates training scheme is revived]. 

(24 March 2005). Utusan Malaysia Online.  

Ahmad Rizal, M., Malyia Afzan, A. a., Abdul Rasid, A. R., Mohamad Zaid, M., & 

Yahya, B. (2008). Kemahiran employability bagi memenuhi keperluan 

industri. [Employability skills to fulfill industrial needs]. Paper presented at 

the Kemahiran Insaniah dan Kesejahteraan Sosial (SKIKS) 2008. 

Ajayi, L. (2010). Preservice teachers' knowledge, attitudes, and perception of their 

preparation to tecah multiliteracies/multimodality. The Teacher Educator, 

46(1), 6-31. doi: 10.1080/08878730.2010.488279 

Aminuddin, H., Nur Syuhada, J., Tajularipin, S., & Roselan, B. (2010). Western and 

Eastern educational philosophies. Paper presented at the 40th Philosophy of 

Education Society of Australasia conference, Murdoch University, Western 

Australia.  

Anderson, J.R. & Milson, R. (1989). Human memory: An adaptive perspective. 

Psychological Review, 96(4), 703-719. Retrieved from http://act-

r.psy.cmu.edu/papers/82/HumanMem.89.pdf 

Anstey, M., & Bull, G. (2006). Teaching and learning multiliteracies: Changing 

times, changing literacies. Newark, DE: International Reading Association. 

Aral, S. (1997). Volunteers within a changing society: The use of empowerment 

theory in understanding serious leisure. World Leisure & Recreation, 39(3), 

19-22. doi: 10.1080/10261133.1997.9674074 

Asma, A. (1992). The influence of ethnic values on managerial practices in 

Malaysia. Malaysian Management Review, 27(1), 1-18.  

Asma, A. (2009). Ke Arah Glokal: Dimensi Budaya dalam pengurusan 

Malaysia.[Going glocal: Cultural dimension in Malaysian management]. 

Kuala Lumpur: Institut Terjemahan Negara. 

Atweh, B. (2003). On PAR with young people: learnings from the SARUA project. 

Educational Action Research, 11(1), 23-40.  

Australian Council of Deans of Education. (2001). New Learning: A charter for 

Australian education. Canberra: Australian Council of Deans of Education. 

Badli Esham Ahmad, & Faizah Abdul Majid. (2010). Cultural influence on SDL 

among Malay adult learners. European Journal of Social Sciences, 16(2), 

244-258.  

Baguley, M., Pullen, D. L., & Short, M. (2010). Multiliteracies and the new world 

order. In D. L. Pullen & D. R. Cole (Eds.), Multiliteracies and technology 

enhanced education: social practice and global classroom (pp. 1-17). New 

York: Information Science Reference. 

Baldwin, M. (2006). Working together, learning together: Co-operative inquiry in 

the development of complex practice by teams of social workers. In P. 

Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), Handbook of action research (pp. 221-227). 

London: Sage Publications. 

Bassett, P. (2004). Chinese and Australian Students' Cultural Perceptions: a 

Comparative study, Proceedings of The Internationalisation of Education, 

Centre for Research in International Education, Auckland. 

Baum, F., MacDougal, C., & Smith, D. (2006). Participatory action research. J 

Epidemiol Community Health, 60, 854-857. doi: 10.1136/jech.2004.028662 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

310 

 

Beilin, H. (1992). Piaget's enduring contribution to developmental psychology. 

Developmental Psychology, 28(2), 191-204.  

Berg, B.L. (2007). Qualitative research methods for the social science. Boston. 

Pearson/Allyn & Bacon. 

Berthelsen, D. & Brownlee, J. (2005) Respecting Children’s Agency for Learning 

and Rights to Participation in Child Care Programs. International Journal of 

Early Childhood. Manuscript submitted for publication. 

Bigge, M. L., & Shermis, S. S. (1999). Learning theories for teachers (Sixth Edition 

 ed.). New York: Addison Wesley Longman. 

Borg, S. (2001). The research journal: a tool for promoting and understanding 

researcher development. Language Teaching Research, 5(2), 156-177.  

Borsheim, C., Merrit, K., & Reed, D. (2008). Beyond technology for technology's 

sake: Advancing Multiliteracies in the twenty-first century. The Clearing 

House, 82(2), 87-90. doi: 10.3200/TCHS.82.2.87-90 

Brown, H. D. (2007). Principles of language learning and tecahing. New York: 

Pearson Longman. 

Brydon-Miller, M., Greenwood, D., & Maguire, P. (2003). Why action research? 

Action Research, 1(1), 9-28.  

Brydon-Miller, M., & Maguire, P. (2009). Participatory action 

research"Contributions to the development of practitioner inquiry in 

education. Educational action Research, 17(1), 79-93.  

Burgess, J. (2006). Participatory action research:First-person perspectives of a 

graduate student. Action Research, 4(4), 419-437. doi: 

10.1177/1476750306070104 

Butke, M. A. (2006). Reflection on practice: A study of five choral educators' 

reflective journeys. UPDATE, 57-69.  

Cahill, C. (2007). Including excluded perspectives in a participatory action research. 

Design Studies, 28, 325-340. doi: 10.1016/j.destud.2007.02.006 

Campbell, J., & Li, M. (2008). Asian students' voices: An empirica; study of asian 

students' learning experiences at a New Zealand university. Journal of 

Studies in International Education, 12(4), 375-396. doi: 

10.1177/1028315307299422 

Cervetti, G., Damico, J., & Pearson, D. P. (2007). Multiple literacies , new literacies, 

and tecaher education. Theory Into Practice, 45(4), 378-386.  

Charles, A. S. (2008). From bitmaps to vector graphics: Today's multiliteracies. 

Journal of Maine Education, 24, 17-21.  

Chatel, R. G. (2002). New technology, new literacy: creating a bridge for English 

language learners. The New England Reading Association Journal, 38(3), 45-

49.  

Chia, M. O. (2011). Major differences between eastern and western philosophies as 

the basis for adult education-The Singapore experience. Retrieved from 

http://www.eaea.org/index.php?k=12117 

Chowns, G. (2008). No- You don't know how we feel! Collaborative inquiry using 

video with children facing the life-threatening illness of a parent. In P. 

Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of action research (pp. 

573-584). London: Sage Publications. 

Civil Services Department of Malaysia. (2007). Skim perkhidmatan pegawai 

pendidikan pengajian tinggi. [ Higher education officer’s service 

schemes].(Pekeliling Perkhidmatan Bilangan 33 Tahun 2007). Putrajaya:  

Retrieved from www.jpa.gov.my/pekeliling/pp07/bil33/pp3307.pdf. 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

311 

 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2007). Research methods in education. New 

York: Routledge. 

Cohen, L. M., & Kim, Y. M. (1999). Piaget's equilibration theory and young gifted 

child: A balancing act. Roeper Review, 21(3), 201-206. doi: 

10.1080/02783199909553962 

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2000). Multiliteracies: The beginnings of an idea. In B. 

Cope & M. Kalantzis (Eds.), Multiliteracies: Literacy learning and the 

design of social futures (pp. 3-8). London: Routledge. 

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2006). From literacy to multiliteracies: learning to mean 

in the new communications environment. English Studies in Africa, 49(1), 

23-45. doi: 10.1080/00138390608691342 

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2009a). Multiliteracies: New literacies, new learning. 

Pedagogies: An International Journal, 4, 164-195. doi: 

10.1080/15544800903076044 

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2009b). New media, new learning. In D. R. Cole & D. L. 

Pullen (Eds.), Multiliteracies in motion: current theory and practice (Vol. 

87-103). London: Routledge. 

Cousin, G. (2009). Strategies for researching learning in higher education. London: 

Routledge. 

Curry, L.A, Nembhard, I.M, & Bradley, E.H. (2009). Qualitative and mixed methods 

provide unique contributions to outcomes research. Circulation, 119, 1442-

1452. Doi: 10.11161/CIRCULATIONAHA.107.742775 

Creswell, J. W. (2005). Educational research: Planning, conducting and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research. Columbus, OH: Pearson. 

Dahlan, H. M. (1991). Local values in intercultural management. Malaysian 

Management Review, 26(1), 45-50.  

Daniels, H. (2001). Vygotsky and pedagogy. London: RoutledgeFalmer. 

Daniels, H. (2008). Vygotsky and research. Oxon: Routledge. 

Dewey, J. (1933). How we think. A restatement of the relation of reflecctive thinking 

to educative process. Boston: D.C Heath. 

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. New York: Collier Books. 

Dworski-Riggs, D., & Langhout, R. D. (2010). Elucidating the power in 

empowerment and the participation in participatory action research: A story 

about research team and elementary school change. American Journal of 

Community Psychology, 45, 215-230.  

Easton, K. L., McCornish, J. F., & Greenberg, R. (2000). Avoiding common pitfalls 

in qualitative data collection and transcription. Qualitative Health Research, 

10, 703-707.  

Eldridge, K., & Cranston, N. (2009). managing transnational education: does 

national culture really matter. Journal of Higher Education Policy and 

Management, 31(1), 67-79. doi: 10.1080/13600800802559286 

Erstad, O., Gilje, O., & Lange, T. d. (2007). Re-mixing multimodal resources: 

multilitercaies and digital production in Norwegian media education. 

Learnin, Media and Technology, 32(2), 183-198. doi: 

10.1080/17439880701343394 

Etscheidt, S., Curran, C. M., & Sawyer, C. M. (2012). Promoting reflection in 

teacher preparation programs: A multilevel model. Teacher Education and 

Speacial Education, 35(1), 7-26. doi: 10.1177/0888406411420887 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

312 

 

Fals Borda, O. (2006). Participatory (action) research in social theory: Origins and 

challenges. In P. Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), Handbook of action research 

(pp. 27-37). London: Sage Publications. 

Fariza, P. B., & Isma Rosila, I.  (2012). [Educational experiences of Malaysian 

students studying in an Australian university]. Unpublished raw data. 

Fariza, P. B., & Yurni Emilia, A. H. (2012). Incorporating soft skill in the Business 

English course: Charms and challenges. In M. S. Harison & A. Hazlina 

(Eds.), Essays and studies on the teaching of second language. Malaysia: 

Islamic Sciences University of Malaysia. 

Fazio, X., & Melville, W. (2008). Science tecaher development through 

colalborative action research. Teacher Development, 12(3), 193-209. doi: 

10.1080/13664530802259222 

Fitrisehara, K., Ramlah, H., & Rahim, B. A. (2009). Employability skills among 

students of tecnical and vocational training centers in Malaysia. Europen 

Journal of Social Sciences, 9(1), 148-160.  

Flavell, J. H. (1996). Piaget's legacy. Psychological Science, 7(4), 200-203.  

Frisby, W., Reid, C. J., Millar, S., & Hoeber, L. (2005). Putting participatory into 

participatory forms of action research. Journal of Sport Management, 19, 

367-386.  

Fung, L. Y. (2010). A study on cultural values, perceptual leraning styles, and 

attitudes toward oracy skills of Malaysian tertiary students. European 

Journal of Social Sciences, 13(3), 478-492.  

Gan, Z. (2009). Asian learners' reexamined: an empirical study of language learning 

attitudes, strategies, and motivation among mainland Chinese and Hong 

Kong students. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 

30(1), 41-58. doi: 10.1080/01434630802307890 

Ganapathy, M., & Kaur, S. (2009). Multiliteracies in ESL teaching. Paper presented 

at the 4th International English Language Teaching Conference, Bayview 

Hotel, Penang, Malaysia.  

Gee, J. P. (2000). New people in new worlds: Networks, the new capitalism and 

schools. In B. Cope & M. Kalantzis (Eds.), Multiliteracies: Literacy leraning 

and the design of  social futures (pp. 43-68). London: Routledge. 

Gee, J. P. (2002). New times and new literacies. In M. Kalantzis, G. Varnava-Skoura 

& B. Cope (Eds.), New worlds, new literacies, new learning, new people: 

Learning for the future (pp. 59 - 83). Australia: Common Ground Publishing. 

Gosin, M.N., Dustman, P.A., Drapeau, A. E. & Harthun, M. L. (2003). Participatory 

action research: creating an effective prevention curriculum for adolescents 

in the Southwestern US. Health Education Reserach. 18 (3). 363- 379. 

Grabil, J. T., & Hicks, T. (2005). Multiliteracies meet methods: The case for digital 

writing in English education. English Education, 301-311.  

Grant, J., Nelson, G., & Mitchell, T. (2008). Negitiating the challanges of 

participatory action resaerch: Relattionships, power, participation, change 

and credibilty. In P. Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of 

action research (pp. 589-601). London: Sage Publications. 

Gray, R. E., Fitch, M., Davis, C., & Philips, C. (2000). Challenges of participatory 

research: reflections on a study with breast cancer self-help group. Health 

Expectations, 3, 243-252.  

Guerrrero, M. C. M. d., & Villamil, O. S. (2000). Activating the ZPD: Mutual 

scaffolding in L2 peer revision. The Modern Language Journal, 84(1), 51-68.  



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

313 

 

Gutierrez, L. M. (1995). Understanding the empowerment process: Does 

consciousness make a difference? Social Work Research, 19(4), 229-237.  

Ha, P. L. (2004). University classrooms in Vietnam: contesting the stereotypes. ELT 

Journal, 58(1), 50-57.  

Hairuszila, I., Hazadiah, M. d., & Normah, A. (2009). Challenges in the integration 

of soft skills in teaching technical courses: Lecturer's perspectives. Asian 

Journal of University Education, 5(2), 67-81.  

Hamzah, S. (1991). Managing in a multicultural society-The Malaysian experience. 

Malaysian Management Review, 26(6), 1-69.  

Hashim, H. M. (2008). Hati budi Melayu: Pengukuhan menghadapi cabaran abad 

ke 21. [Malay psyche: Reinforcement in facing the challenges of the 21
st
 

century].Serdang, Malaysia: Penerbit Universiti Putra Malaysia. 

Hashim, H. M., Normahdiah, S. S., Rozira, C. H., & Siti Sarah, A. K. (2012). Hati 

budi Melayu: Kajian keperibadian sosial Melayu kearah penjanaan Melayu 

gemilang.[Malay psyche: A study on the Malays’ social personality towards 

enhancing the Malay community].  GEMA Online Journal of Language 

Studies, 12(1), 163-182.  

Hassan, A. (2001). Jati diri Melayu pada alaf baru, Utusan Malaysia Online.  

Hawkins, K. (2010). A cry to teach for social justice: Linking early childhood 

education, participatory action research and children's literature. Doctoral 

dissertation, University of Southern Queensland, Queensland  

Hazita, A., Muniandy, B., Faizal Mohammed, M.S., Harshita Aini,H., Muhammad 

Kamarul Kabilan, A & Ratna Roshida, A.R. (2010). In A. Pandian, (Ed.) 

University curriculum and employability needs (14-2010). Universiti Sains 

Malaysia: National Higher Education Research Institute.  

Henderson, R. (2004). Recognizing difference: One of the challenges of using a 

multiliteracies approach? Practically Primary, 9(2), 11-14.  

Hendricks, C. (2009). Improving schools through action research. Upper saddle 

River, New Jersey: Pearson Education. 

Hergenhahn, B. R., & Olson, M. H. (2005). An introduction to theories of learning 

(Seventh ed.). New Jersey: Pearson Education. 

Heron, J., & Reason, P. (2006). The practice of cooperative inquiry: Research with 

rather than on people. In P. Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), Handbook of 

action research (pp. 144-154). London: Sage Publications. 

Hipilito-Delgado, C. P., & Courtland, L. C. (2007). Empowerment theory for the 

professional school counselor: A manifesto for what really matters. 

Professional School Counselling, 10(4), 327-332.  

Hofstede, G. (2001). Culture consequences:comprising values, bahaviors, 

institutions, and organizations across nations (2nd ed.). California: Sage 

Publications. 

Holmes, P. (2004). Negotiating differences in learning and intercultural 

communication. Business Communication Quarterly, 67(3), 294-307. doi: 

10.1177/1080569904268141 

Hong, Y.-y. (2009). A dynamic constructivist approach to culture: Moving from 

describing culture to explaining culture. In R. S. Wyer, C.-y. Chiu & Y.-y. 

Hong (Eds.), Understanding culture: theory, research, and application. New 

York: Taylor & francis Group. 

Huitt, W., & Hummel, J. (2003). Piaget's theory of cognitive development.   

http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/cognition/piaget.html 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

314 

 

Hwang, D., & Mohamed Amin, E. (2007). Approaches employed by secondary 

school tecahers to teaching the literature component in English. Jurnal 

Pendidik dan Pendidikan, 22, 1-23.  

Irfan Naufal, U., & Nurullizam, J. (2011). Trends of ICT research in teaching 

education:An analysis of the Malaysian instructional technology proceedings. 

Asia Pacific Journal of Educators and Education, 26(1), 1-14.  

Israel, B. A., Chekoway, B., Schulz, a., & Zimmerman, M. (1994). Health eduaction 

and community empowerment: Conceptualizing and measuring perceptions 

of individual, organizational, and community control. Health Education 

Quarterly, 21(2), 149-170.  

Iyer, R., & Luke, C. (2010). Multimodal, multiliteracies: Texts and literacies for the 

21st century. In D. L. Pullen & D. R. Cole (Eds.), Multiliteracies and 

technology enhanced education: Social practice and global classroom (pp. 

18-34). New York: Information Science Reference. 

Jaffer, S. (2010). Educational technology pedagogy: a looseness of fit between 

learning theories and pedagogy. Education as Change, 14(2), 273-287. doi: 

10.1080/16823206.2010.5222066 

James, A. (2006). A study of participatory action research as professional 

development for educators in areas of educational disadvantage. Educational 

Action Research, 14(4), 525-533. doi: 10.1080/09650790600975726 

Jaramillo, J. A. (1996). Vygotsky's sociocultural theory and contributions to the 

development of constructivist curricula. Education, 117(1), 133-140.  

Jarvis, P. (2006). Towards a comprehensive theory of human learning (Vol. 1). 

Oxon: Routledge. 

Jay, J. K., & Johnson, K. L. (2002). Capturing complexity: a typology of reflective 

practice for tecaher eductaion. Teaching and Teacher Education, 18, 73-85.  

Jeannot, A. K., & Khairul Anuar, R. (2012). Measuring Malay values: an exploratory 

study. Akademika, 82(1), 113-123.  

Joy, S., & Kolb, D. A. (2009). Are there cultural differences in learning style? 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 33, 69-85.  

Kaasa, A., & Vadi, M. (2010). How does culture contribute to innovation? Evidence 

from Europen countries. Economics of Innovation and new Technology, 

19(7), 583-604. doi: 10.1080/10438590902987222 

Kalantzis, M. (2006). Elements of a science of education. The Australian 

Educational Researcher, 33(2), 15-41.  

Kalantzis, M., & Cope, B. (2004). Designs for learning. E-Learning, 1(1), 38-68.  

Kalantzis,M., & Cope, B. (2012a). Introducing the Learning by Design Project. 

Retrieved from http://newlearningonline.com/learning-by-design/ 

Kalantzis, M., & Cope, B. (2012b). New learning: Elements of a science of 

education. Australia: Cambridge University Press. 

Kasmel, A. (2011). Evaluation as a tool for community empowerment- a study on 

three community initiatives in rapla, Estonia. Doctoral thesis, University of 

Southern Denmark, Denmark.    

Kasper, L. F. (2000). New technologies, new literacies: Focus discipline research 

and ESL learning communities. Language Learning & Technology, 4(2), 

105-128.  

Kaur, S., & Sidhu, G. K. (2007). Using the Multiliteracies approach to promote 

English literacy in higher education. Asian Journal of University Education, 

3(1), 112-132.  



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

315 

 

Kember, D. (1996). The intention to both memorise and understand: Another 

approach to learning? Higher Education, 31, 341-354.  

Kemmis, S., & McTaggart, R. (2005). Participatory action research: Communicative 

action and public sphere. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), SAGE 

handbook of qualitative research: . California: Sage Publications. 

Kemmis, S., & Wilkinson, M. (1998). Participatory action research and the study of 

practice. In B. Atweh, S. Kemmis & P. Weeks (Eds.), Action resaerch in 

practice:Partnership for socialjustice in education (pp. 21-36). London: 

Routledge Falmer. 

Kennedy, J. (2002). Leadership in Malaysia: Traditional values, international 

outlook. Academy of Management Executive, 16(3), 15-26.  

Kennedy, P. (2002). Learning cultures and learning styles:m myth-understandings 

about adult (Hong Kong) Chinese learners. International Journal of Lifelong 

Education, 21(5), 430-445. doi: 10.1080/02601370210156745 

Khairul, A. M., Jin, P., & Cooper, M. (2000). Malay culture and personality: a Big 

Five perspective. American Behavioral Scientist, 44(1), 95-111. doi: 

10.1177/00027640021956116 

Killion, J. P., & Todnem, G. R. (1991). A process for personal theory building. 

Educational Leadership, 48(6), 14-16.  

King, N., & Horrocks, C. (2010). Interviews in Qualitative Research. London: Sage. 

Kist, W. (2003). Student achievement in new literacies for the 21st century. Middle 

School Journal, 35(1), 6-13.  

Kluckhorn, C. (1949) Mirrorfor man: the relation of anthropology to modern life. 

New York: Whittlesey House. 

Krish, P., Marlyna, M., & Siti Hanim, S. (2012). Sociocultural factors and social 

presence in an online learning environment. GEMA Online Journal of 

Language Studies, 12(1), 201-213.  

Kuang, C. H. (2009). Moves in refusal: How Malaysians say No. China Media 

Research, 5(3), 31-44.  

Kuang, C. H., Jawakhir, M. J., & Dhanapal, S. (2012). A typology of address forms 

used in Malaysian government agencies. International Journal of English 

and Education, 1(1), 61-78.  

Langhout, R. D., & Thomas, E. (2010). Imagining participatory action research in 

collaboration with children: an introduction. Am J Community Psychol, 46, 

60-66. doi: 10.1007/s10464-010-9321-1 

Lankshear, C., & Knobel, M. (2003). New literacies: changing knowledge and 

classroom learning. Maidenhead, UK: McGraw-Hill International. 

Lantolf, J. P. (2000). Introducing sociocultural theory. In J. P. Lantolf (Ed.), 

Sociocultural theory and second language learning. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Lantolf, J. P., & Johnson, K. (2007). Extending Firth and Wagner's (1997) 

ontological perspective to L2 classroom praxis and teacher education. The 

Modern Language Journal, 91, 877-892.  

Lapadat, J. (2000). Problematizing transcription: purpose, paradigm and quality. 

International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 3(3), 203-219. doi: 

10.1080/13645570050083698 

Lapadat, J., & Lindsay, A. C. (1998). Examining transcription: a theory-laden 

methodology. Paper presented at the Annual meeting of the American 

Educational research association, San Diego, CA.  



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

316 

 

Lapadat, J., & Lindsay, A. C. (1999). Transcription in research and practice: From 

standardization of technique to interpretive positionings. Qualitative Inquiry, 

5, 64-86.  

Latisha Asmaak, S., & Surina, N. (2010). Employability awareness among 

Malaysian undergraduates. International Journal of Business and 

Management, 5(8), 119-123.  

Leu, D. J., Kinzer, C. K., Coiro, J. L., & Cammack, D. W. (2004). Toward a theory 

of new literacies emerging from the Internet and other information and 

communication technologies. In R. B. Ruddell & N. J. Unrau (Eds.), 

Theoretical Models and Processes of Reading (pp. 1570-1613): International 

Reading Association. 

Lim, L. (1998). Cultural attributes of Malays and Malaysian Chinese: Implications 

for reserach and practice. Malaysian Management Review, 33(2), 1-11.  

Lim, L. (2008). Work-related values of Malaysians and Japanese. Journal of 

Transnational Management Development, 6(3-4), 39-56. doi: 

10.1300/J130v06n03 04 

Lim, L., & Asma, A. (2001). Cultural dimensions of Anglos, Australians and 

Malaysians. Malaysian Management Review, 36(2), 1-8.  

Littlewood, W. (2000). Do Asian students really want to listen and obey? ELT 

Journal, 54(1), 31-35.  

Lo, M., & Clarke, M. (2010). Practicing or preaching? Teacher educators and student 

teachers appropriating  new literacies. In D. L. Pullen & D. R. Cole (Eds.), 

Multiliteracies and technology enhanced education: Social practice and the 

global classroom (pp. 146-177). Hershey, PA: IGI Global. 

Lofman, P., Pelkonen, M. And Pietila, A. (2004). Ethical issues in participatory 

action research. Scand J Caring Sci. 18. 333- 340. 

Lopez-Gopar, M. E. (2007). Beyond the alienating alphabetic literacy: 

Multiliteracies in Indigenous education in Mexico. Diaspora, Indigenous, 

and Minority Education: Studies of Migration, Integration, Equity, and 

Cultural Survival, 1(3), 159-174. doi: 10.1080/15595690701394758 

Macfarlane, K., Noble, K., Kilderry, A., & Nolan, A. (2006). Developing skills of 

thinking otherwise and critical reflection. In k. Noble, K. Macfarlane & J. 

Cartmel (Eds.), Circles of change: Challenging orthodoxy in practitioner 

supervision (pp. 11-20). Australia: pearson Education Australia. 

Mahfooz, A. A., Zainal, A. A., & Rehana, A. (2004). Organizational Leadership in 

the Malaysian context. In D. Tjoswold & K. Leung (Eds.), Leading in high 

growth in Asia: Managing relationship for teamwork and change (pp. 109-

138). Singapore: World Scientific Publishing. 

Malaysian Department of Statistics.(2010). The Population Distribution and Basic 

Demographic Characteristics Report 2010. Retrieved from 

http://www.statistics.gov.my/portal/index.php?option=com_content&view=a

rticle&id=1215 

Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education. (2011). Blueprint on enculturation of 

lifelong learning for Malaysia 2011-2020. Serdang: Univision Press Sdn. 

Bhd.  

Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education. (2006). Development of soft skills module 

for institutions of higher learning. Serdang: Universiti Putra Malaysia Press. 

Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education (2008). Laporan Kajian Pengesanan 

graduan 2008.Putrajaya: Univision Press Sdn Bhd. 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

317 

 

Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education (2009). Laporan Kajian Pengesanan 

graduan 2009.Putrajaya: Univision Press Sdn Bhd. 

Manikutty, S., Anuradha, N. S., & Hansen, K. (2007). Does culture influence 

learning styles in higher education? International Journal of Learning and 

Change, 2(1), 70-87.  

Marlyna, M. (2006). Apologies in English by adult Malay speakers: patterns and 

competence. The Internet Journal of Language, Culture and Society, 19, 1-

20.  

Matheson, J. L. (2007). The voice transcription technique: Use of voice recognition 

software to transcribe digital interview data in qualitative research. The 

Qualitative Report, 12(4), 547-560.  

Matsuoka, R., & Evans, D. R. (2004). Socio-cognitive approach in second language 

acquisition research. Journal of Nursing Studies 3(1), 2-10.  

McTaggart, R. (1997). Guiding principles for participatory action research. In R. 

McTaggart (Ed.), Participatory action research: International contexts and 

consequences (pp. 25-44). New York: State University of New York Press. 

Merriam, S. B., & Mazanah, M. (2000). How cultural values shape learning in older 

adulthood: the case of Malaysia. Adult Education Quarterly, 51(45), 45-63. 

doi: 10.1177/074171360005100104 

Midgley, W. (2010). Seeking to understand experiences of difference in discussions 

with Saudi students at an Australian university. Doctoral thesis, University of 

Southern Queensland, Queensland, Australia.    

Mills, K. (2006a). Discovering design possibilities through a pedagogy of 

multiliteracies. Journal of Learning Design, 1(3), 61-72.  

Mills, K. (2006b). Mr. Travelling-at-will Ted Doyle: Discourses in a multiliteracies 

classroom. Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 29(2), 132-149.  

Mills, K. (2007). "Have you seen Lord of the Rings?" Power, pedagogy and 

discourses in a multiliteracies classroom. Journal of Language, Identity & 

Education, 6(3), 221-241. doi: 10.1080/15348450701454247 

Mills, K. (2009). Multiliteracies:interrogating competing discourses. Language and 

Education, 23(2), 103-116. doi: 10.1080/09500780802152762 

Mitchell, R., & Myles, F. (2004). Second language learning theories. London: 

Arnold. 

Mohamad Sattar, R., & Puvanasvaran, A. P. (2009). Importance of employability 

skills as perceived by employers of Malaysian manufacturing industry. 

Human Development, 2(2), 23-35.  

Mohamad Zaid, M., Nordiana , M. N., Kahirol, M. S., Ahmad Rizal, M., 

Badaruddin, I., Norlisa, S., & Abdul Rashid, R. (2008). Perlaksanaan modul 

soft skills di Politeknik Kementerian Pengajian Tinggi Malaysia. [ The 

implementation of soft skills module in Malaysian Ministry of Higher 

Education’s polytechnic].Paper presented at the Seminar Kebangsaan 

Kemahiran Insaniah dan Kesejahteraan Sosial 2008, Hotel Mahkota, Melaka.  

Mohd Aris, O. (1983). The Sultanate as the basis for Malay political and cultural 

identity from a historical perspectives. Jurnal Sari, 1(2), 161-174.  

Mohd Faidz, M. Z., Jamaie, H. H., Mohd Rizal, M. Y., & Mohamad Rodzi, A. R. 

(2011). Influences of Malay nationalisms in cultural-politics of UMNO. 

Jurnal Melayu, 7, 193-216.  

Mohd Khuzairi, I. (25 February 2010). Politeknik sebagai institusi pilihan, 

[Polytechnic is a preffered institution]. Utusan Malaysia Online. Retrieved 

from http://www.utusan.com.my 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

318 

 

Mohd Najib, R. (September 2012). Teks Ucapan Bajet 2013,[2013 Budget speech 

texts] Berita Harian Online.  

Mooij, M. d., & Hofstede, G. (2011). Cross-cultural consumer behaviour: A review 

of reserch findings. Journal of International Consumer Marketing, 23(3-4), 

181-192. doi: 10.1080/08961530.2011.578057 

Moore, J. (2004). Living in the basement of the ivory tower: a graduate student's 

perspective of a participatory action research within academic institutions. 

Educational Action Research, 12(1), 145-162.  

Morshidi, S., Heng, C. L., Munir, S., Shukran, A. R., Seri Rahayu, A. K., & Singh, J. 

K. N. (2012). Employability of graduates in Malaysia Graduate 

Employability in Asia (pp. 24-37). Bangkok: UNESCO Bangkok. 

Nadzrah, A. B. (2005). Computers for teaching English as a Second Language 

(secondary school) in Malaysia: a case study. Doctoral dissertation, 

University of Adelaide, Adelaide.    

National  Higher Education Research Institute. (2003). Kajian Masalah 

Pengangguran di kalangan siswazah.[A Study of unemployment issue among 

graduates].Pulau Pinang: NAHERI. 

Ng, H. Z., & Raja Maznah, R. H. (2008). Communities of learning within Web-Log. 

Paper presented at the 2nd International Malaysian Educational Technology 

Convention, Kuala Lumpur. 

Noble, K. (2007). Beginning early childhood teachers: challenging personal 

construct as teachers through a critically reflective lens. Paper presented at 

the 3rd International Pedagogies and Learning Conference, Springfield, 

Australia.  

Norizan, A. R., Hazita, A., Mohd Salehuddin, A. A., Azizah, Y., & Wong, F. F. 

(2007). Kajian pembentukan ujian kompetensi Bahasa Inggeris bagi pelajar 

IPTA di Malaysia.[A study of developing an English language competency 

test for Malaysian IPTA students]. Kuala Lumpur: Intensification of 

Research in Priority Areas (IRPA) Malaysia. 

Norma, M., & Kennedy, J. (2000). Malaysian culture and the leadership of 

organizations: a GLOBE study. Malaysian Management Review, 35(2), 42-

53.  

Novera, I. A. (2004). Indonesian postgraduate students studying in Australia: An 

examination of their academic, social and cultural experiences. International 

Education Journal, 5(4), 475-487. 

O’Reilly, J. (2009). Key concepts in ethnography. London: Sage.  

Osmond, J., & Darlington, Y. (2005). Reflective analysis: Techniques for facilitating 

reflection. Australian Social Work, 58(1), 3-14. doi: 10.1111/j.0312-

407X.2005.00179.x 

Osmond, J., & O'Connor, I. (2006). Use of theory and research in social work 

practice: Implications for knowlede-based practice. Australain Social work, 

59(1), 5-19. doi: 10.1080/03124070500449747 

Ospina, S., Dodge, J., Foldy, E. G., & Hofman-Pinilla, A. (2008). Taking the action 

turn:Lessons from bridging participation to qualitative research. In P. Reason 

& H. Bradbury (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of action research: Participative 

inquiry and practice (pp. 420-434). London: Sage Publications. 

Othman, M. Y., Zainal Abidin, B., Rahimin Affandi, A. R., Nor Hayati, M. D., & 

Norhidayah, M. P. (2011). Tradisi Intelek Melayu-Islam: Daripada metafora 

kepada saintifikisme.[Maly-Islam traditional intellect: From metaphors to 

sciencetificism]. Jurnal Melayu, 6, 73-85.  



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

319 

 

Ozanne, J., J, & Saatcioglu, B. (2008). Participatory action research. Journal of 

Consumer Research, 35. doi: 10.1086/586911 

Paige-Smith, A., & Craft, A. (2011). Developing reflective practice in the early 

years. Bershire: McGraw Hill. 

Pandian, A.  (2010) University curriculum and employability needs (14-2010). 

Universiti Sains Malaysia: National Higher Education Research Institute.  

Pandian, A., & Balraj, S. (2010). Driving the agenda of Learning by Design in 

science literacy in Malaysia. E-Learning and Digital Media, 7(3), 301-316.  

Philips, P. P., & Stawarski, C. A. (2008). Data collection: Planning for and collecting 

all types of data   Retrieved from 

http://common.books24x7.com.ezproxy.usq.edu.au/book/id_24260/book.asp  

Piaget, J. (2005). Development and learning. In M. Gauvain & M. Cole (Eds.), 

Readings on the development of children (pp. 25- 33). New York: Worth 

Publishers. 

Pratt, D. D. (2002). Good teaching: One size fits all? New Directions for Adult and 

Continuing Education, 93, 5-15.  

Pritchard, A. (2009). Ways of learning: Learning theories and learning styles in the 

classroom. Oxon: Routledge. 

Reason, P., & Bradbury, H. (2006). Introduction. In P. Reason & H. Bradbury 

(Eds.), Handbook of action research 

 (pp. 1-13). London Sage  Publications. 

Reason, P., & Bradbury, H. (2008). Introduction. In P. Reason & H. Bradbury 

(Eds.), The SAGE handbook of action research: Participative inquiry and 

practice (pp. 1-10). London: Sage Publications. 

Robbins, J. (2007). Young children thinking and talking: Using sociocultural theory 

for multi-layered analysis. Paper presented at the Learning and sociocultural 

theory: Exploring Modern Vygotskian perspectives international workshop, 

Wollongong University. 

Rohaida, M. S., & Kamariah, A. B. (2005). Technology-based science classroom: 

What factors facilitate learning? Jurnal Pendidik dan Pendidikan, 20(1), 1-

19.  

Romlah, R. (2013). Culturally appropriate communication in Malaysia: budi bahasa 

as warranty componet in Malaysian discourse. Journal of Multicultura 

Discourses, 2-14. doi: 10.1080/17447143.2012.753895 

Rosenberg, M., Westling, D., & McLeskey, J. (2008). Special education for today's 

teachers. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Rowsell, J., Kosnik, C., & Beck, C. (2008). Fostering multiliteracies pedagogy 

through preservice teacher education. Teaching Education, 19(2), 109-122. 

doi: 10.1080/10476210802040799 

Ryu, D. (2011). Non-native English speakers' multiliteracy learning in Beyond-

Game culture: A sociocultural study. Journal of Online Learning and 

Teaching, 7(2).  

Sahul Hamed, A. W., Mohd Amin, Z., & Mohd Ali, J. (2010). Transformation of 

Malaysian polytechnic into university college in 2015:Issues and challenges 

for Malaysian technical and vocational education. Paper presented at the 1st 

UPI International Conference on Technical and Vocational Education and 

Training, Bandung, indonesia. 

Schon, D. (1983). The reflective practitioner. How professionals think in action. 

London: Temple Smith. 

Schon, D. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner. San Francisco: Jessey-Bass. 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

320 

 

Schunk, D. H. (1996). Learning theories: An educational perspective (2nd ed.). New 

Jersey: Prentice-Hall. 

Schunk, D. H. (2012). Learning theories: educational perspective (6th ed.). Boston: 

Pearson Education. 

Selvarajah, C., & Meyer, D. (2008). One nation, three cultures: exploring 

dimensions that relate to leadership in Malaysia. Leadership & 

O29rganization Development Journal, 29(8), 693-712. doi: 

10.1108/01437730810916640 

Sheridan-Thomas, H. K. (2007). Making sense of multiple literacies: Exploring pre-

service content area teachers' understandings and applications. Reading 

Research and Instruction, 46(2), 121-150.  

Shi, L. (2006). The successors to Confucianism or a new generation? A 

questionnaire study on Chinese students' culture of learning English. 

Language, Learning and Culture, 19(1), 122-147. doi: 

10.1080/07908310608668758 

Singh, G. K. G., & Singh, S. K. G. (2008). Malaysian graduates' employability skills. 

UNITAR E-Journal, 4(1), 15-45.  

Smyth, J. (1992). Teacher' work and the politics of reflection. American Educational 

Research Journal, 29(2), 267-300.  

Stanley, C. (2012). A framework for teacher reflectivity. TESOL Quarterly, 584-591.  

Stoecker, R. (1999). Are academics irrelevant? Roles for scholars in participatory 

research. American Behavioral Scientist, 42, 840-854. doi: 

10.1177/00027649921954561 

Sulaiman, Y., Fauziah, A. H., Wan Amin, & Nur Amiruddin. (November 2008). 

Implementation of generic skills in the curriculum. Paper presented at the 

EDU_COM International Conference, Perth, Western Australia.  

Swantz, M. L. (2008). Participatory action research as practice. In P. Reason & H. 

Bradbury (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of action research: Participative 

inquiry and practice (pp. 31-39). London: Sage Publications. 

Swantz, M. L., Ndedya, E., & Masaiganah, M. S. (2006). Participatory action 

resaerch in Southern Tanzania, with speacial reference to women. In P. 

Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), Handbook of action research (pp. 286-296). 

London: Sage Publications. 

Tan, A. (1987). Fish Cheeks. In D. Jones (Ed.), Stories in English (pp. 35-37). New 

York: Scribners. 

Tan, J. P.-L., & McWilliam, E. L. M. (2009). From literacy to multiliteracies: 

diverse learners and pedagogcal practice. Pedagogies: An International 

Journal, 4(3), 213-225. doi: 10.1080/155448000903076119 

Tan, L., & Guo, L. (2010). Fron print to critical multimedia literacy: One tecaher's 

foray into new literacies practices. Journal of Adolescent & adult Literacy, 

53(4), 315-324. doi: 10.1598/JAAL.53.4.5 

Tang, K. N., & Abdul Ghani Kanesan Abdullah. (2007). Penggunaan sumber kuasa 

guru besar dari perspektif guru [The use of power of the head master from 

the perspectives of the teachers]. Penang: Universiti Sains Malaysia. 

Temple, B., & Young, A. (2004). Qualitative research and translation dilemmas. 

Qualitative Research, 4(2), 161-178.  

Tengku Intan Suzila, T. S., & Mohd Yusri, M. N. (2012). Politeness: Adolescents in 

disagreements. International Journal of Social Sciences and Humanity, 2(2), 

127-132.  



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

321 

 

Thanh-Pham, T. H. (2011). Issues to consider when implementing student-centred 

learning practices at Asian higher education institutions. Journal of Higher 

Education Policy and Management, 33(5), 519-528. doi: 

10.1080/1360080X.2011.605226 

The New London Group. (1996). A pedagogy of multiliteracies: designing social 

futures. Harvard Educational Review, 66(1), 1-30.  

The New London Group. (2000). A pedagogy of multiliteracies. In B. Cope & M. 

Kalantzis (Eds.), Multiliteracies: Literacy learning and the design of social 

futures (pp. 9-37). London: Routledge. 

Thomas, D. C. (2008). Cross-cultural management: Essential concepts. California: 

Sage Publication. 

Turuk, M. C. (2008). The relevance and implications of Vygotsky's 

socioculturaltheory in the second language classroom. ARECLS, 5, 244-262.  

VanPatten, B., & Williams, J. (2007). Early theories in second language acquisition. 

In B. VanPatten & J. Williams (Eds.), Theories in second language 

acquisition: An introduction (pp. 17-36). United States of America: 

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Verenikina, I. (2008). Scaffolding and learning: Its role in nurturing new learners. In 

P. Kell, W. Vialle, D. Konza & G. Vogl (Eds.), Learning and the learner: 

exploring learning for new times. Wolongong: University of Wollongong. 

Vygotsky, L. (1978). Mind and society. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Vygotsky, L. (2005). Interaction between learning and development. In M. Gauvain 

& M. Cole (Eds.), Readings on the development of children (pp. 34-42). New 

York: Worth Publishers. 

Ward, J. R., & McCotter, S. S. (2004). Reflection as a visible outcome for preservice 

teachers. Teaching and Teacher Education, 20, 243-257.  

Wimpenny, K. (2010). Participatory action research: an integrated approach towards 

practice development. In M. Savin-Baden & C. Major (Eds.), New 

approaches to qualitative research:Wisdom and uncertainty (pp. 88-99). 

London: Routledge Taylor and Francis Group. 

Wong, J. K.-K. (2004). Are the learning styles of Asian international students 

culturally or contextually based? International Education Journal, 4(4), 154-

166.  

Yahya, B. (2006). Kemahiran employability (soft skills) dan kepentingan 

penerapannya di  kolej-kolej kediaman pelajar. [Employability skills and the 

importanceof instilling them in students’ residential college].Paper presented 

at the National Student Development Conference (NASDEC), Kuala 

Lumpur, Malaysia.  

York-Barr, J., Sommers, W. A., Ghere, G. S., & Montie, J. (2006). Reflective 

practice to improve schools:An action guide for educators. California: 

Corwin Press, Thousand Oaks. 

Zainal Abidin, B. (2010). Jatidiri dan peradapan Melayu. [Jatidiri and Malay 

civilization]. In K. P. S. Unit Bahasa Melayu (Ed.), Siri Ceramah Arif 

Budiman (pp. 27-56). Singapore: Kato Printing and Copy Services. 

Zhou, J. P. &  Pedersen, C. (2011). Addressing offshore disconnections between 

Chinese and western business academics and students. In: Abawi, 

Lindy;Conway, Joan M. and Henderson, Robyn, (eds.) Creating connections 

in teaching and learning. Research on Teaching and Learning . Information 

Age Publishing , Charlotte, NC, United States, pp. 123-136.  

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

322 

 

Zuraidah Mohd Don et al. (2006). English language teaching and learning at 

university level: Real world problems and practical solutions. Kuala 

Lumpur: Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education. 

Zwick, J. (Writer). (2001). My Big Fat Greek Wedding. In R. Wilson, T. Hanks & 

G. Goetzman (Producer): Gold Circle Films. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

323 

 

APPENDIX A: LESSON PLAN FOR CYCLE 1 
 

 
MULTILITERACIES PROJECT 1 

 
CAREER BLOG 
 
Subject    :  English Language 
Topic    :  Career Research 
Skills focus   :  Reading, Writing, Listening, and Speaking 
Language content  :  Present Tense, Past Tense , Subject Verb agreement, 
Asking questions 
 
Intended Learning outcomes: 

Students will be able to : 

 Locate information and job specifications of a career of their choice through 
interview and online search. 

 Present and disseminate information regarding their career research to the 
members of public using a technology/multimedia presentation. 

 
Soft skills: (as determined by MOHE, 2006) 
 Communication skills, Teamwork, Computer skills 
 
Learning Experiences Key 
 
Situated Practice Exposure to real-world texts and texts in students’ lives 
Overt instruction talking about how texts work 
Critical framing Talking about what the texts are for 
Transformed practice making and using texts ( doing something with them), applying the new 

knowledge about texts 
 
Learning sequence 
 

Situated Student form small focus groups, choosing two professions that they wish 
to study in depth. 

Overt 
/Critical 

Through a teacher-directed discussion, draw attention to important aspects 
of researching a profession such as 

 What is the qualification needed for the profession? 

 What are the skills needed to excel in the job? 
 Where can we get the training/education? 

 What are the general job descriptions? 
 How does a day of the profession goes? 

Overt Students begin by collecting a variety of articles from newspaper, magazine 
and online articles to analyze critically and generate general information 
regarding the professions. 

Overt   Each focus group will interview two people in the profession to get detailed 
description and insights of the professions. 

Critical  Each focus group constructs the theme, concept, focus and presentation 
styles of their career blog. 

Transformed  Each focus group shares the result of their career research project with the 
members of the public. Students should: 
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- present their career blog to the class. 
- discuss the challenges/ they faced in carrying out the assignment. 
- discuss the reasons why they chose to describe the professions. 
- discuss the reasons behind the theme, concept and presentation 

styles of their career blog. 
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MULTILITERACIES LESSON UNIT 1A 
 
 
MEETING PEOPLE 
 
Subject    :  English Language 
Duration   :  2 hours 
Skills focus   :  Listening & Speaking 
Language content  :  Salutation, asking questions, politeness 
    
 
Intended Learning outcomes: 

Students will be able to : 

 Use proper salutations and self- introductions when meeting people. 

 Use politeness markers in their interaction with other people. 

 Analyse appropriate language used in informal and formal settings. 
 
  

Soft skills: (as determined by MOHE, 2006) 
 Communication skills, Teamwork, Computer skills 
 
Learning Experiences: Key 
 
Situated Practice exposure to real-world texts and texts in students’ lives 
Overt instruction talking about how texts work 
Critical framing Talking about what the texts are for 
Transformed practice making and using texts ( doing something with them), applying the new 

knowledge about texts 
 
Learning sequence 
 

Situated Teacher presents a provocation to the students by writing the words 
salutation, asking question and politeness on the board. 

 Teacher asks the students what they understand from the words and 
write their responses on the board (mind map). 

 Teacher then asks the students some of the salutation and questions 
that they use when they are greeting people. 

o E.g  
You are making a phone call to one of your lecturers to make an 
appointment to see him or her to discuss one of your 
assignments.  

A few students will be asked to volunteer to share their answers 
with the class. 

Overt Teacher asks the students whether it’s important to know and use the right 
way/language when meeting people. 

 What could happen if they fail to greet people politely?  
In a teacher-directed discussion with the students, teacher and students 
brainstorm appropriate salutations and greetings that can be used when 
communicating with other people. 
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Critical In small focus groups (4-5 members), students will be given a role- play card. 
Each group will be asked to create a role play based on the situation given. 

 Examples of situation:  
o When you go to the market/ colleges/ polytechnics/ 

companies/ police station/ hospitals/ restaurants/ 
resorts, who are the people you usually see? Choose 
4/5 people and role play how the characters would 
salute, greet, enquire (ask questions), clarify things 
and interrupt other people.  

Teacher reminds the students to use some of the inputs given previously. 
Teacher reminds them to use the appropriate words that display politeness 
in their role plays such as thank you and please. 
 

Critical Students present their role plays to the class. 
Other students evaluate the other groups’ role play based on an evaluation 
form provided by the teacher. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

327 

 

Situation 1 
 
You are an executive in ABC Engineering . You would like to talk to the General Manager of 
a reputable engineering company. You make a phone call to the office and his secretary 
picks up the phone. Introduce yourself and inform the secretary that you wish to see the 
General Manager within that week. 
 
 
Situation 2 
 
You have a meeting in a building that you are not familiar with. Suddenly you see a middle-
aged female cleaner sweeping the floor. Ask for direction to your meeting place. The 
meeting is at Bistari Conference room at 2pm. 
 
 
Situation 3 
 
You have a question that you need to clarify with your lecturer urgently. You saw her 
having lunch in the canteen with a few friends. Approach her and ask the question. 
 
 
Situation 4 
 
You are in a hurry to go for your final examination and you accidentally park your car in a 
staff parking zone. When you get out from the examination hall, you see a male security 
officer is issuing you with a parking summon. Try to settle the situation with the security 
guard. 
 
Situation 5 
 
You are in a meeting. Your colleague Lim is presenting his ideas on how to promote a new 
product of your company. You disagree with what he is saying. Interrupt his presentation 
and state your mind.  
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ROLE PLAY CHECKLIST 
 
 

Group  APPROPRIATE NOT APPROPRIATE CORRECTION (if any) 
1 
 
 
 
 
 

   

2 
 
 
 
 
 

   

3 
 
 
 
 
 

   

4 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

5 
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MULTILITERACIES LESSON UNIT 2A 

 
 
ASKING QUESTIONS 
 
Subject    :  English Language 
Skills focus   :  Reading, Writing, Listening, and Speaking 
Language content  :  Asking questions : Wh-Q, Yes/No questions form 
 
Intended Learning outcomes: 

Students will be able to : 

 Ask questions using the appropriate question form  
  

 
Teaching aids:  
 
Soft skills: (as determined by MOHE, 2006) 
 Communication skills, Teamwork, Computer skills 
 
Learning Experiences: Key 
 
Situated Practice exposure to real-world texts and texts in students’ lives 
Overt instruction talking about how texts work 
Critical framing Talking about what the texts are for 
Transformed practice making and using texts ( doing something with them), applying the new 

knowledge about texts 
 
Learning sequence 
 

Overt In a teacher directed discussion, discuss the methods of asking questions. 
Highlight the forms of questioning such as Yes/No questions and Wh-
questions 
 

Situated In pairs, students do a few practices in forming questions. 
Critical In small focus groups, students plan and devise questions for their career 

interview.  
Critical Students share their questions with the class. Other students are encouraged 

to give feedback to improve the questions. 
Overt Teacher provides feedback on the overall presentation.  
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MULTILITERACIES LESSON UNIT 2B 
 
 
SOCIAL NETWORKING 
 
Subject    : English Language 
Duration   :  2 hours  
Skills focus  :  Listening and Speaking 
Language content  :  Present tense 
 
Intended Learning outcomes: 

Students will be able to : 

 Identify several social networking methods in the past and present. 

 Explain the pros and cons of creating social networking 

 Identify several ways in making self – introductions. 

 Use appropriate language and communication skills in formal and informal 
settings. 

 Analyze issues of politeness in meeting new people. 
  

 
Teaching aids: Computer, Internet, Print article 
 
Soft skills: (as determined by MOHE, 2006) 
 Communication skills, Teamwork, Computer skills 
 
Learning Experiences: Key 
 
Situated Practice exposure to real-world texts and texts in students’ lives 
Overt instruction talking about how texts work 
Critical framing Talking about what the texts are for 
Transformed practice making and using texts ( doing something with them), applying the new 

knowledge about texts 
 
Learning sequence: 
 

Situated & 
Overt 

Teacher presents a provocation to students regarding social networking.  
E.g:  

 What do you think about penpalling? 

 What are the methods of social networking in the present times? 
 
Teacher shows a video from YouTube as provocation. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KV4PNwpqsCc 
 
Teacher and students discuss the content of the video. 

Critical Teacher shows a few logos to the students ( Facebook, YouTube, Blogger, 
Friendster, Twitter, Skype, Yahoo Messenger). 
In small focus groups, students choose two social network websites and 
analyze the websites. Students identify the interesting features, and the 
pros and cons of the website. 

Critical Students share their discussion results with the class. Other students are 
encouraged to give feedback. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KV4PNwpqsCc
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Transformed Teacher asks the students to think of effective ways of presenting their 
career blog based on the discussions earlier. 
Students plans the features of their career blog. 
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APPENDIX B: DESCRIPTION OF THE MULTILITERACIES PROJECT 2 

 
 

MULTILITERACIES PROJECT 2: MINI RESEARCH- YOUR OWN MAJALAH 3 

 

Intended Learning outcomes: 

Students will be able to : 

 Conduct a mini research on an issue in their community. 

 Synthesize and analyse information obtained from a variety of channels such as 

newspaper, magazines and online articles. 

 Present their research finding in a documentary and a multimedia presentation. 

 Disseminate information regarding their research to the public through a documentary. 

 

Soft skills: (as determined by Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education, 2006) 

i.  Communicative skills. 

ii. Thinking skills and Problem solving skills. 

iii. Team work force 

iv. Life-long learning and Information Management 

 

Assignment  

In a small group (3-4 people), carry out a mini research on an issue in your community ( e.g students’ 

life, polytechnic environment, Port Dickson environment). Each group should have 2 boys and 2 girls. 

The MAXIMUM NUMBER OF PEOPLE IN EACH GROUP IS 4. 

- Choose 1 issue or problem in your community to study. Pay extra attention to details such as: 

o What is the issue? (e.g the issue of ATM machines in Polytechnic campus, the issue 

of pollution on PD beaches, social issues in polytechnic, academic issues such as 

the culture of plagiarism among students, learning environment of polytechnic 

campus) 

o What problems or difficulties that you are facing due to the issue? 

o What are the possible causes of the problem? 

o What are the opinions of your community members? 

o How can the issue be solved? (provide a few solutions). 

- Get information on the issue in two ways: 

o collect a variety of articles from newspaper, magazine and online articles to analyse 

critically and generate general information. PLEASE ANALYSE THE ARTICLES 

CRITICALLY AND AVOID PLAGIARISM. 
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 E.g If you are researching the ATM machine problems in polytechnic 

campus, you might want to find information on how many ATM machines 

in other polytechnics, universities, how many ATM machines is considered 

sufficient in one place). 

 E.g If you are researching the cleanliness level in PD beaches, then you 

can find information on the cleanliness level in other beaches and how the 

cleanliness contributes to the development of that community. 

o Create a SURVEY and INTERVIEW a few people in your community to get their 

opinion regarding the issue. You can include the interview and the result of the 

survey in your documentary.  

 You can get participation from 3-4 of your friends in campus or PD 

community or polytechnic lecturers and staff (all interviews must be 

conducted in English). 

Presentation  

Each group should share the result of your mini research in the form of a DOCUMENTARY 

or similar to Majalah 3.  You can record your documentary using your handphones or digital 

camera or video cam. The duration of each documentary is 10 to 15 minutes only. 

 

Divide task among group members equally: 

 

- Decide who is going to be the host/ hosts of the show. 

- Decide the concept of your documentary – e.g fun, formal, semi formal, funky, etc. You can 

do this by analysing existing programs on television such as Majalah 3, Aduan Rakyat, 

Kontroversi etc. 

- Learn how to record using hand phones and how to download the recording to the computer. 

You can use Movie Maker software or any other software. 

- Set the questions for your survey and interviews. 

PRESENTATION DATE: 19 JANUARY 2011 

PRESENTATION VENUE: COMPUTER LAB  

 

Assesment (20%) 

Students will be assessed based on the following criteria 

1. Presentation skills ( 10%) 

a. Visual aids. 

b. Non verbal skills 

i. Eye contact 

ii. Gestures 

iii. Confidence 

iv. Good voice projection 



Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

334 

 

2. Content and language (10%) 

a. Research depth 

b. Presents and elaborates points clearly with relevant examples 

c. The contents are well organized 

d. Has good introduction and conclusion. 

e. Use of grammatical sentences to explain points and ideas. 

 

Progress report 

All groups will be required to report their progress of the assignment weekly. The progress report 

should be submitted to the lecturers   via email or Facebook (Malaysian Multiliteracies Group). These 

progress reports are to ensure that the lecturers would be able to give feedback and consultation from 

time to time. 

 

Due date for progress reports: 

1. 2 January 2011 

2. 9 January 2011 

3. 16 January 2011 

 

~GOOD LUCK~ 
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APPENDIX C: LESSON PLAN FOR CYCLE 2 
 

 
MULTILITERACIES PROJECT 2 

 
DOCUMENTARY: CREATING YOUR OWN  MAJALAH 3 
 
Subject   :  English Language 
Level    :  Intermediate and Advanced 
Topic    :  Documentary: Creating Your Own Majalah 3 
Skills focus   :  Reading, Writing, Listening, and Speaking 
Language content  :  Reporting speech 
 
Intended Learning outcomes: 

Students will be able to : 

 Identify issues that are important in their own community 

 Conduct a research project to investigate  issues in an in-depth manner  

 Analyse and discuss the issue in a form of a documentary 
 
Teaching aids: 
 
Soft skills: (as determined by MOHE, 2006) 
 Communication skills, Teamwork, Computer skills 
 
Learning Experiences: Key 
 
Situated Practice exposure to real-world texts and texts in students’ lives 
Overt instruction talking about how texts work 
Critical framing Talking about what the texts are for 
Transformed practice making and using texts ( doing something with them), applying the new 

knowledge about texts 
 
Learning sequence 

Critical Students form small focus groups and identify issues in their community. 
Overt  Through a teacher-directed discussion, draw attention to how to research 

an issue based on past activity in Unit 6. 
Critical Each focus group discuss and decide how to present their issue in a 10-

minute visual documentary (using hand-phones or digital camera). 
Situated  Each focus group reads and understands the concepts of editing a movie 

using Movie Maker. 
Overt  Through a teacher-directed discussion, draw attention to techniques in a 

movie e.g camera angles, music, wordings as anchorage. 
Transformed Each focus group shares their documentary Majalah 3 with the whole class. 

Students and teachers provide feedback based on the documentary.  
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MULTILITERACIES LESSON UNIT 3A 
 
 
INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 
 
Subject   :  English Language 
Duration   :  2 hour 
Skills focus   :  Reading, Writing, Listening, and Speaking 
Language content  :   
 
Intended Learning outcomes: 

Students will be able to : 
1. Analyze an issue critically; 
2. To practice analyzing, evaluating and synthesizing 

 
Teaching aids: Computer, Internet, Handout 
 
Soft skills: (as determined by MOHE, 2006) 
 Communication skills, Teamwork, Computer skills 
 
Learning Experiences: Key 
 
Situated Practice exposure to real-world texts and texts in students’ lives 
Overt instruction talking about how texts work 
Critical framing Talking about what the texts are for 
Transformed practice making and using texts ( doing something with them), applying the new 

knowledge about texts 
 
Learning sequence 
 

Situated  Students read a text by Amy Tan (1987) entitled “Fish Cheeks’ 
Overt Students answer a few comprehension questions regarding the article 
Situated Students watch a video clip from the movie My Big Fat Greek Wedding 

(Zwick, 2001) 

Overt Students answer a few comprehension questions regarding the movie clip. 
Critical Students, in small focus groups, discuss the following questions: 

i. What are the issues presented in both article and movie clip? 
ii. What do you learn from both sources? What is your stand in 

this matter? 
iii. Do the issues apparent in your society? 
iv. Do you think that knowledge on intercultural communication is 

important to you? 
Transformed 
practice 

In small group, try to locate two articles on intercultural communication 
using the internet to answer the following questions: 

1. What are important aspects  in intercultural communication? 
2. How important is the knowledge of intercultural communication? 

 
Critical Student share their work with the class. Teacher and other students provide 

feedback. 
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MULTILITERACIES LESSON UNIT 3B 
 
 
MINI RESEARCH 
 
Subject   :  English Language 
Duration   :  4 hours 
Level    :  Intermediate and Advanced 
Topic   :  Conducting a mini research project: Mobile phones use among 

students in Class A 
Skills focus   :  Reading, Writing, Listening, and Speaking 
 
Intended Learning outcomes: 

Students will be able to : 

 Analyze an issue critically 

 Create a simple survey and interview questions 

 Analyze data collected through a mini-research project 

 Practice synthesizing information through several sources 

 Avoid plagiarism through using their own words. 
  

 
Teaching aids: Computer, Internet, Handout 
 
Soft skills: (as determined by MOHE, 2006) 
 Communication skills, Teamwork, Computer skills 
 
Learning Experiences: Key 
 
Situated Practice exposure to real-world texts and texts in students’ lives 
Overt instruction talking about how texts work 
Critical framing Talking about what the texts are for 
Transformed practice making and using texts ( doing something with them), applying the new 

knowledge about texts 
 
Learning sequence 
 

Situated Student read a few articles regarding the use of handphones. 
Teacher asks the students to find a few more article online on the same 
topic. 

Critical Students write a simple report on the information that they gather on the 
topic. 

Overt 
instruction 

Teacher teach the concept of conducting a mini research project including 
identifying a topic, searching background information, collecting data and 
analyzing data. 

Critical  Students, in small groups, choose one of the suggested topic and conduct a 
mini-research project. The topics are: 

1. The importance of mobile phones to teenagers today.( In what 
ways?) 

2. The most popular mobile phone brands and the reasons for the 
popularity.  
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3. The most popular function in a mobile phone among teenagers and 
the reasons why. 

4. Other alternatives for communication with others. (If there were no 
mobile phones, what form of message/contact would you choose to 
communicate with others? Why?) 

5. The future of mobile phones and the additional features teenagers 
would like to have in a mobile phone and the reasons why. 

6. Life without mobile phones, is it possible?  (How to cope with life 
without mobile phones?) 

Students create 5-6 survey or interview questions. 
Students distribute questionnaires to classmates. 

Critical Students analyze data and present their findings to the class. 
Teachers and studnets discuss their findings. 

Transformed Students discuss and set up questions for the second multiliteracies project. 
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CONDUCT A MINI SURVEY IN YOUR CLASSROOM. 

WORK IN A GROUP OF 4-5PEOPLE.  

 

Step 1: Each group will have to choose 1 topic below to research on. 

7. The importance of mobile phones to teenagers today.( In what ways?) 

8. The most popular mobile phone brands and the reasons for the popularity.  

9. The most popular function in a mobile phone among teenagers and the 

reasons why. 

10. Other alternatives for communication with others. (If there were no mobile 

phones, what form of message/contact would you choose to communicate 

with others? Why?) 

11. The future of mobile phones and the additional features teenagers would like 

to have in a mobile phone and the reasons why. 

12. Life without mobile phones, is it possible?  (How to cope with life without 

mobile phones?) 

 

Step 2: Create around 5 -6  survey and interview questions  to find answers to 

your topic of your research. 

You could ask your friends to fill in the survey or you could conduct a verbal 

interview among your friends.  

 

Step 3: Let your classmate answer the survey and interview questions. 

 

Step 4:  Collect your data and start analysing your data. 

 

Step 5: Present your data to the class.  

 

 

 

 

 

COLLECTING AND ANALYSING DATA. 

Sarimah has to prepare for a public speaking speech in front of her class next week. 

She would like to create awareness among her friends regarding the dangers of 

dengue fever. She wants to carry out a survey to find out how much knowledge her 

classmates have regarding this topic. She has a few options : 

Multiple choice questions. 

1. How much do you know about the causes of dengue fever? 

a. A lot. 

b. Moderate 

c. Not much 

d. Don’t know anything 

Yes/No question 
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2. Do you know that aedes larvae can survive in clean waters? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

Open ended questions 

3. What have you done as an individual in supporting the effort of the 

government to fight aedes ? 

______________________________________________________________

___ 

 

Help her to create another three questions. 

1.  

2.  

3.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

She hands out the survey to her classmates and this is the result of the survey. Help 

her to analyze the data by turning the figures to percentages. 

1. Question 1 

a. 8/30 students answered A. 

b. 10/30 students answered B. 

c. 7/30 students answered C. 

d. 5/30 students answered D. 

 

2. Question 2 

a. 9/30 answered A 

b. 21/30 answered B 

3. Question 3 

a. 5/30 claimed that they have joined community gotong royong. 

b. 1/30 claimed that she helped to distribute flyers. 

c. 2/30 claimed that they have joined an essay writing competition 

regarding dengue fever in schools. 

d. 7 students claimed that they helped their parents in ensuring that there 

are no available spots in their homes for aedes to breed. 

e. 15 students claimed that they had done nothing. 
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APPENDIX D:  

YORK- BARR ET AL.’S (2006) REFLECTIVE PRACTICE MODEL  
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MACFARLANE ET AL.’S (2006) FOUR-STEP MODEL IN DEVELOPING 

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE SKILLS 
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APPENDIX E: TEACHERS’ CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 

TEACHER’S INFORMATION SHEET  

 

 

Research Project Title: 

 

Developing a Multiliteracies Framework in a Malaysian University: A Participatory 

Action Research Project 

 

Researcher: 

 

Fariza Puteh Behak 

 

Faculty of Education 

University of Southern Queensland, Australia 

 

Phone: 0401614632 Email: farizapb@usq.edu.au 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Participants, 

 

I am writing to you to invite you to participate in a research project. The research 

project details are as follows: 

 

The project: 

This study will introduce a multiple literacies approach in ESL classrooms in order 

to better prepare the students for the challenges of the 21
st
 century. This study will 

investigate how the multiliteracies approach influences the students’ English 

language learning. Second, it aims to examine how the English language teachers’ 

experiences in participating in a research project as co-researchers contribute to their 

professional development. 

 

Participation: 

The participation in this action research project is voluntary. I am inviting you to be 

part of this research project as co-researchers where we will work collaboratively to 

develop a new learning module that uses the multiliteracies approach. We will take 

mailto:farizapb@usq.edu.au
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into account related literatures on multiliteracies pedagogy, your teaching 

experiences, students’ cultural backgrounds and institutional requirements. We will 

also be collaborative partners to explore the students’ language learning experiences 

in a multiliteracies classroom. This could be achieved through classroom 

observations and a series of professional discussion throughout the action research 

process. During the course of the research project, a few one-to-one interviews will 

be carried out to obtain personal insights regarding your participation in the research 

project. In addition, all classroom learning processes, professional discussions and 

interviews may be audio and video recorded. 

 

Learning Outcomes: 

Many benefits can be gained by joining this research project. The benefits are:  

 the opportunity to reflect on your own teaching and learning processes. 

 the opportunity to study the issues in your own community and provide 

practical solutions through research. 

 the enhancement of practitioner’s research skill; a skill that is beneficial to 

your professional development. 

 

Risks: 

The progression of your work will not be disrupted as most research process is 

parallel to your present work requirement.  

 

Confidentiality: 

You will remain anonymous in the research dissertation or future publications based 

on this research project. The interview recordings and transcript will be stored 

securely in a locked cabinet. 

 

Questions/further information: 

If you have any questions or require more information pertaining the research project 

please contact the researcher through the details given at the cover page.  
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Concerns/complaints: 

Should you have any concern about the conduct of this research project, please 

contact;  

 

USQ Ethics Officer, Office of Research & Higher Degree,  University of 

Southern Queensland, West Street, Toowoomba QLD 4350, Australia or 

telephone +61 7 4631 2690 or email ethics@usq.edu.au 
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TEACHER’S INFORMED CONSENT FORM  

 

 

 

Research Project Title: 

 

Developing a Multiliteracies Framework in a Malaysian University: A Participatory 

Action Research Project 

 

Researcher: 

 

Fariza Puteh Behak 

 

Faculty of Education 

University of Southern Queensland, Australia 

 

Phone: 0401614632 Email: farizapb@usq.edu.au 

 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

 

By signing below, you are indicating that you: 

 have read and understood the information sheet about this research project; 

 have had any additional questions answered to your satisfaction; 

 understand that you can contact the researcher if you have any concerns or 

questions; 

 understand that you are free to withdraw from the research project at any 

time, without comment or penalty, and without any negative impact on your 

professional development; 

 understand that classroom activities, reflective discussions and interviews 

regarding the research project will be audio and/or video recorded; 

 understand that, if you have a concern regarding the implementation of the 

project, you should contact USQ Ethics Officer, Office of Research & Higher 

Degree,  University of Southern Queensland, West Street, Toowoomba QLD 

4350, Australia or telephone +61 7 4631 2690 or email ethics@usq.edu.au 

 

 

Name:  _____________________________________ 

Signature: _____________________________________ 

Date:  _____________________________________ 

mailto:farizapb@usq.edu.au
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APPENDIX F: STUDENTS’ CONSENT FORM 

 

STUDENT’S INFORMATION SHEET  

 

 

 

 

Research Project Title: 

 

Developing a Multiliteracies Framework in a Malaysian University: A Participatory 

Action Research Project 

 

Researcher: 

 

Fariza Puteh Behak 

 

Faculty of Education 

University of Southern Queensland, Australia 

 

Phone: 0401614632 Email: farizapb@usq.edu.au 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Participants, 

 

I am writing to you to invite you to participate in a research project. The research 

project details are as follows: 

 

The project: 

This study will introduce a multiple literacies approach in ESL classrooms in order 

to better prepare the students for the challenges of the 21
st
 century. This study will 

investigate how the multi literacies approach influences the students’ English 

language learning. Second, it aims to examine how the English language teachers’ 

experiences in participating in a research project as co researchers contribute to their 

professional development. 

 

Your participation: 

Your participation will be on voluntary basis. I am inviting you to be part of this 

research project as where we will work together to explore your language learning 

experiences in an English classroom that employs a pedagogy that focuses the new 

mailto:farizapb@usq.edu.au
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literacies of the 21
st
 century.  You will provide reflections and suggestions regarding 

the English language lesson and assignment in the researcher’s blog and Facebook 

group discussion. In addition, all classroom learning and interview sessions may be 

audio and video recorded. 

 

Learning Outcomes: 

You will gain many benefits by joining this research project.  

 You will have the opportunity to reflect on your own learning processes. 

 You will have the chance to participate actively in developing a curriculum 

for your own learning. 

 You will enhance your research skill; a skill that is beneficial for your 

academic development. 

 

Risks: 

This study will have minimal risks to your language learning progress as the new 

learning module has been negotiated with your own class teacher.  

 

Confidentiality: 

You will remain anonymous in the research dissertation or any publications based on 

this research project.  

 

Questions/further information: 

You can contact me if you have any questions or require more information 

pertaining the research project or your language learning matters.  

 

Concerns/complaints: 

Should you have any concern about the conduct of this research project, please 

contact;  

 

USQ Ethics Officer, Office of Research & Higher Degree,  University of 

Southern Queensland, West Street, Toowoomba QLD 4350, Australia or 

telephone +61 7 4631 2690 or email ethics@usq.edu.au 

 

mailto:ethics@usq.edu.au


Using a multiliteracies approach in a Malaysian polytechnic classroom: A participatory action research project 

Fariza Puteh-Behak (2013) 

 

349 

 

STUDENT’S INFORMED CONSENT FORM  

 

 

 

Research Project Title: 

 

Developing a Multiliteracies Framework in a Malaysian University: A Participatory 

Action Research Project 

 

Researcher: 

 

Fariza Puteh Behak 

 

Faculty of Education 

University of Southern Queensland, Australia 

 

Phone: 0401614632 Email: farizapb@usq.edu.au 

 

 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

By signing below, you are indicating that you: 

 have read and understood the information sheet about this research project; 

 have had any additional questions answered to your satisfaction; 

 understand that you can contact the researcher if you have any concerns or 

questions; 

 understand that you are free to withdraw from the research project at any 

time, without comment or penalty, and without any negative impact on your 

course of study; 

 understand that classroom activities, reflective discussions and interviews 

regarding the research project will be audio and/or video recorded; 

 understand that, if you have a concern regarding the implementation of the 

project, you should contact USQ Ethics Officer, Office of Research & Higher 

Degree,  University of Southern Queensland, West Street, Toowoomba QLD 

4350, Australia or telephone +61 7 4631 2690 or email ethics@usq.edu.au 

 

Name:  _____________________________________ 

Signature: _____________________________________ 

Date:  _____________________________________ 
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