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ABSTRACT

This study examined factors that influence Chinese parents’ choice of medium in primary schools in Sarawak, Malaysia. A questionnaire that was based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour was administered to investigate the influence of attitudes towards school, social pressure (subjective norms) and perceived behavioural control on parents’ intentions for school choice. The survey was conducted with 397 Chinese respondents who had children in one of 21 Chinese- and Malay-medium schools in Kuching, Sarawak. The results showed that the strongest influence on primary school choice was perceived behavioural control, which is the extent to which parents felt capable of paying fees and enrolling their children in the school of their choice. Positive attitudes towards Chinese schools also predicted choice for Chinese-medium schools. Parents who wanted their children to learn Mandarin and Mathematics and to have a Chinese cultural appreciation chose Chinese-medium schools. However, subjective norms had little influence on school choice. Collectively, attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control accounted for 44.0% and 32.4% of the variance in Chinese parents’ intentions to choose Chinese- and Malay-medium schools, respectively. The findings suggest that there may be other factors that influence school choice, which should be investigated using interviews.
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INTRODUCTION

To date, studies in multilingual settings have shown that language prestige and practical concerns affect school choice. For example, Babaci-Wilhite’s (2010) study in Tanzania revealed that most parents preferred English-medium schools even though they did not understand English because Kiswahili was not viewed as an academic language and was the medium of instruction in government schools. The Tanzanian parents believed that an English education could improve their children’s learning abilities and opportunities in life. In South Africa, Evans and Cleghorn’s (2014) survey showed that more parents preferred schools that offered English and Afrikaans compared to English-medium schools. The latter was preferred by older parents who had better English proficiency and believed that English was linked to power and high standards. Evans and Cleghorn (2014) found that the medium of instruction was only one factor that affected school choice, and additional influences include reputation (e.g., firm discipline, high-standards and ample resources) and proximity of the schools. In Hong Kong, parents believed that an English-medium education provided their children with better access to higher education and well-paid jobs. These parents objected to the implementation of Chinese as the default medium in education in September 1998 after Hong Kong was given to China (Tsui et al., 1999). In Singapore, the medium of instruction is not important for school choice because both public and privately funded international schools use English. In public schools, parents have to choose an ethnic language (Chinese, Malay, Tamil) as a cultural language (Chua, 2004, 2009). Parents choose privately funded international schools because there are smaller class sizes, diversity in the curriculum and student composition and less reliance on a merit-based system (Vidovich and Yap, 2008).

In Malaysia, research has focused on changes in the medium of instruction (e.g., Gill, 2005; Ridge, 2003; Tan, 2005; Ting 2010), but there are few empirical studies on school choice. In this context, choosing a Chinese- or Malay-medium school is more than a choice of medium of instruction. For the ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia, Chinese education is indispensable for sustaining Chinese culture (Tan, 1997) as well as transmitting traditional values, the spirit of nationalism and political awareness (Ku, 2003). Most Chinese-medium schools have a large Chinese student population. Currently, Chinese students are the minority in Malay-medium public schools (Tan, Ngah and Darit, 2013). In the area of school choice, it is more important to study choice for primary schools rather than secondary schools because parents are more diverse in their choices at the primary level. In the eastern Malaysian state of Sarawak, demographic information from two studies also showed that there was more diversity in school choice at the primary level. Of 568 indigenous students in the study, 92.6% attended Malay-medium primary schools, while this percentage increased to 98.4% at the secondary level (Ting and Ling, 2012). For the Chinese, Ting (2012) found that 90.2% of 348 Chinese students attended Chinese-medium primary schools, while only 3.2% continued with Chinese-medium secondary education. A majority (96.6%) continued their secondary education in Malay-medium secondary schools. Students from different primary schools converge in Malay-medium secondary schools, which results in a more ethnically diverse student population (Ministry of Education, 2012). Furthermore, primary education establishes the foundation for children’s future education, and studying in a predominantly Chinese or Malay school environment may influence children’s worldviews of social and ethnic relations. Therefore, it is important to examine parental choice in primary schools.

STUDY PURPOSE

This study examined factors that influence Chinese parents’ choice of medium of instruction for their children’s primary education in Sarawak, Malaysia. The specific constructs of interest were attitudes towards school, social pressure (subjective norms) and perceived behavioural control in choosing the school. The hypotheses for this study were:


H1: There is a difference in attitudes towards school between Chinese parents who chose Chinese- and Malay-medium primary schools.

H2: There is a difference in the subjective norms that influence Chinese parents who chose Chinese- and Malay-medium primary schools.

H3: There is a difference in perceived behavioural control among Chinese parents who chose Chinese- and Malay-medium primary schools.

H4: There is a relationship among attitudes towards school, subjective norms, perceived behavioural control and intentions for school choice.



BACKGROUND ON MALAYSIA

The Chinese in Malaysia are a minority group who are at least second- or third-generation descendants of immigrants from China, with a larger population than in neighbouring countries, such as Indonesia and Thailand. The Malaysian population of 30.9 million includes 50.3% Malay, 21.7% Chinese, 11.8% Sabah and Sarawak Indigenous people groups, 6.62% Indian and 0.87% from other backgrounds (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2015). The Chinese comprise 22.63% of the total Sarawak state population of 2.7 million, and the largest Chinese dialect group is the Foochow, who primarily live in Sibu, Sarikei and Bintangor (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2016). The present study was conducted in Kuching, the capital city of Sarawak, where Hokkien is the largest Chinese dialect group (37.7%), followed by Hakka (20.4%) (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2015).

In Malaysia, Malay (the national and official language) is the medium of instruction in public schools, and English is taught as a second language. Vernacular languages are taught as subjects when requested by at least 15 parents (Smith, 2003). As such, Chinese, Tamil, Kadazandusun and Iban have been offered as subjects in public primary schools, which are referred to as Sekolah Kebangsaan, or national schools. These national schools are fully funded by the government. Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan or national-type schools use Mandarin or Tamil as the medium of instruction. For non-language subjects, the national and national-type schools use the same syllabus that is determined by the Ministry of Education.

The national-type schools are partially funded by the government. Capital Aid Fund and Special Building, Upgrade and Maintenance Funds are provided for repairing amenities, purchasing text books, paying utility bills and teacher’s and non-academic support staff’s salaries, maintaining school cleanliness, constructing new blocks and building maintenance (The Borneo Post, 10 April 2013). When the operating costs exceed the government allocation, the schools must raise their own funds. The national-type schools are different from private schools that are not funded by the government. These private schools may use English or Chinese as the medium of instruction. For example, the independent Chinese secondary school uses its own curriculum and the Malaysian government does not recognise its academic qualifications (Santhiram and Tan, 2015). Enrolment in Chinese national-type primary schools has been decreasing since the year 2000 (The Star, 10 January 2015). The number of under-enrolled Chinese primary schools is highest in the state of Sarawak. As reported in the Chinese newspaper, Huajiao Daobao (2011), 119 of 221 Chinese primary schools in Sarawak were under-enrolled in 2010 (as cited in Santhiram and Tan, 2015: 6). Under-enrolment is defined as less than 150 students in the school, which decreases the sustainability of continuing to operate the school. Decreasing enrolment has been attributed to the declining birth rate in the Chinese community and rural-urban migration (Santhiram and Tan, 2015). The present study examined Chinese-medium primary schools that were national-type and not private Chinese schools.

Most of the Chinese in Malaysia choose Chinese-medium schools (Ting, 2013). For example, in Sarawak, school enrolment in Kuching in 2014 demonstrated that 88% of Chinese students were studying in Chinese-medium and 12% were in Malay-medium primary schools. Nationally, 86% of the enrolment in national (Malay-medium) primary schools are Malay students, 86% of the enrolment in Chinese-medium schools are Chinese students, and 96% of the enrolment in Tamil-medium schools are Indian students (Ministry of Education, 2012). In the context of nation building, Chinese-medium schools are believed to propagate divisiveness and ethnic dissent compared to Malay-medium schools, which are viewed as fostering national integration (Raman and Tan, 2010; Teh, 2014). However, Chinese educationists and a portion of the Chinese community are adamant about continuing Chinese-medium schools, as they are viewed as one of the three institutions that promote Chinese identity in Malaysia, with the other two being Chinese mass media and Chinese associations (Suryadinata, 1997).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE STUDY

The theoretical framework for this study is the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen and Fishbein, 1975), which was designed to study factors that influence decision making. TPB has been employed in many studies that examine decision-making processes, including moral behaviour (Man, 1998; Vallerand et al., 1992), information communication and technology engagement (Siragusa and Dixon, 2009), online shopping intentions (Chuchinprakarn, 2005), and choice of travel mode (Bamberg, Ajzen and Schmidt, 2003). TPB is also useful for predicting behaviours, such as smoking cessation (Norman, Conner and Bell, 1999) and career choice (Vincent, Peplau and Hill, 1998; Zellweger, Sieger and Halter, 2010). TPB has been well-tested in the educational domain and is used to study school choice (Goh, 2007), institutions of higher education (Chen and Zimitat, 2006), business ethics courses (Randall, 1994) and intentions for teaching online public relations courses (Knabe, 2012).

TPB examines how behavioural intentions and behaviours are determined by attitudes towards behaviours, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control. Attitudes towards behaviour refer to the overall subjective evaluation of performing or not performing a behaviour. Subjective norms refer to social pressures from spouses, family, peers and other influential people for performing or not performing a behaviour. Perceived behavioural control is the extent to which an individual feels capable or incapable of performing a behaviour. These three motivations influence an individual’s intention for performing a given behaviour. For behaviours under an individual’s volitional control, there is high perceived behavioural control, which results in a strong intention for performing a behaviour. For behaviours that are not under complete volitional control, such as a college graduate applying for an advertised position, the intention to apply for the job may not predict the behaviour, which is obtaining the position (Ajzen, 2002). A limitation of TPB is that the actual behaviour may not be the same as the behavioural intention (Fleming et al., 2014; Goh, 2007), specifically for behaviours that are not totally under volitional control. However, this limitation can be mitigated by examining variables that influence behavioural intention immediately after the behaviour has been performed (Cheng and Chu, 2014; Randall, 1994; Pineda, 2009). To address this limitation, the present study investigated Chinese parents’ school choice soon after making the choice, that is, when their children were in primary school.

TPB has been extensively used in studies on choice in educational institutions in monolingual settings where the choice does not include the medium of instruction. Results have shown that attitudes towards behaviour is the best predictor of school choice in Australia (Goh, 2007), overseas universities (Chen and Zimitat, 2006; Prugsamatz, 2009), business courses (Randall, 1994; Pineda, 2009) and Language Other Than English (LOTE) courses in Australia (Ham, 2008). Goh (2007) found that friends and relatives also influence school choice (see also Chen and Zimitat 2006; Ham 2008; Pineda 2009) but subjective norms did not significantly influence choice for a business ethics course (Randall, 1994). Perceived behavioural control does not contribute to predicting intention (Goh, 2007; Ham, 2008; Prugsamatz, 2009; Randall, 1994). Taken together, attitudes towards behaviour, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control predict 30% to 67% of the intention to make an educational choice. Importantly, the use of TPB allows researchers to study the relative importance of motivations that underlie the choice. This is an important step forward in the area of school choice because most research has used frequencies and percentages to determine the relative importance of reasons for school choice. Some of the reasons can be clearly grouped together but are presented as different (Bagley, 1996; Bussell, 1998; 2000; Denessen, Driessena and Sleegers, 2005; Goldring and Hausman, 1999; Jackson and Bisset, 2005; Kleitz et al., 2000). TPB provides a common framework for data collection and comparisons of findings. In addition to the advantage of studying the relative importance of factors that influence school choice, TPB also allows for findings to be compared across studies to achieve a better understanding of parental school choice.

METHOD

Respondents

The respondents comprise 397 Chinese parents who had children in primary school in Kuching, Sarawak in East Malaysia. The Chinese parents were selected based on their Chinese names from school records and their self-identification as Chinese. The parents were from 14 Malay (n = 198) and 7 Chinese-medium primary schools (n = 199). This study included more Malay-medium schools because there were less Chinese students in the schools. In fact, some of the schools (such as SK Combined and SK Tabuan Jaya) had no Chinese students, as most students were from mixed marriage families. The schools that were included in the study were in a 10-kilometre radius from Kuching city to focus the study on urban schools because factors that influence school choice may be different in rural areas.

The respondents were 35.2 years old (± 7.61), primarily female (64.2%), Chinese-educated (59.6%) and about half had completed secondary education (46.9%). See Table 1 for respondent’s demographic characteristics. This paper uses the acronyms CP and MP to refer to parents who chose Chinese and Malay-medium primary schools, respectively.


Table  1: Sample demographic characteristics

[image: art]

*Some % do not equal 100 due to rounding

Questionnaire

The questionnaire was formulated in accord with TPB to investigate the relative influence of attitudes towards behaviour (AB), subjective norms (SN), and perceived behavioural control (PBC) on intentions (INT) to choose either Chinese or Malay as the medium of instruction for children’s primary education. The items are shown in Table 2. First, Attitude (AB) items assessed beliefs about the perceived benefits of studying in Chinese- or Malay-medium schools on a 10-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 10 = strongly agree). Second, eight items were adapted from Chen and Zimitat (2006) and Randall (1994) to assess subjective judgements of important others’ views about school choice. Parents rated their agreement with each item on a 10-point scale (1 = extremely unlikely; 10 = extremely likely) that assessed whether their parents, spouse, child, other family members, friends and other parents in the school influenced their choice of medium of instruction. Third, PBC was assessed with five, 10-point scaled items that were adapted from Randall (1994) and Armitage, Conner and Norman (1999) to evaluate perceived confidence and ease in enrolling their child in the school of their choice. The dependent variable, intention (INT) to choose a Chinese- or Malay-medium school was measured with two items that were adapted from Randall (1994), with a scale that ranged from 1 (extremely weak) to 10 (extremely strong). Because the questionnaire that was used in the present study was based on validated measures from other studies, the questionnaire was valid.

The questionnaire was pilot tested with 30 respondents. The only change that occurred after the pilot study was for one item that assessed attitudes towards behaviour. Initially, the question used a ranked order (i.e., 1 for “most likely to do“, 2 for “likely to do” and 3 for “least likely to do”), but participants did not understand the question. Therefore, the item was changed to a 10-point Likert scale for the actual study, which was similar to the items in the remainder of the questionnaire.

The questionnaire was reliable, as the Cronbach Alpha values for both sets of questionnaires that were employed in the study were high: AB (CP: 0.939, MP: 0.938), SN (CP: 0.913, MP: 0.842), PBC (CP: 0.745, MP: 0.812) and INT (CP: 0.867, MP: 0.867). The generally accepted criteria for reliability is 0.70 (Yi and Davis, 2003). The questionnaires were prepared in Chinese and Malay, and the accuracy of the translation was checked using the back translation method. The questionnaires that were distributed to parents with children in the Chinese- and Malay-medium schools were the same except for the words “Chinese school” and “Malay school“, which were interchanged in items that required a comparison between the two types of schools. For example, CP completed the item “I believe that Chinese school students are better than Malay school students in Bahasa Malaysia,” while MP completed the item “I believe that Malay school students are better than Chinese school students in Bahasa Malaysia.”

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

The objectives of the study were addressed using a cross-sectional survey design. After obtaining permission for the study from the Malaysian Federal and State Education Departments, the first author approached principals from the selected schools to obtain their consent for the study. Several principals instructed their teachers to distribute the questionnaires. Other principals requested that the first author meet the parents during lunch and after school. Parents who agreed to participate in the study signed a consent form prior to completing the questionnaire. For ease of comparison, questionnaires continued to be distributed until 200 questionnaires were collected from each of the two groups of parents. Of the 726 questionnaires that were distributed, 400 were usable (55.1% response rate). After checking the data for outliers, three respondents were eliminated from the data set, with 397 participants included in the data analysis.

Appendix 1 shows that the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy for both sets of data were greater than 0.50 (0.817 and 0.854 for parents with children in Chinese- and Malay-medium schools, respectively), which indicates that the underlying factors explained a large proportion of variance in the variables. Bartlett’s test of Sphericity yielded a significant value (less than 0.05) and demonstrated that the variables were related and appropriate for a factor analysis.

The composite reliability test was conducted and the reliability values for each construct are shown in Table 3. The composite reliability test results were examined for cross-loading. With 400 respondents, if the value is less than 0.3, then there are high cross-loadings in the items and a need to delete unreliable items. For the data that were collected from the parents of Chinese-medium students, there were four items that had to be deleted: Items 7 and 8 on SN and Items 4 and 5 on PBC. For the data from parents who chose Malay-medium primary school, the only item that was deleted was Item 7 on SN. Because only Item 7 on SN was common across the two data sets, “Most people who are important to me think that I should/should not enrol my children in a Chinese/Malay primary school” was the only deleted item. The correlation and regression results that are reported later in this paper exclude this item in the analysis.

The Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and tolerance statistics identified the severity of multicollinearity in the matrix of predictor variables. The results showed that the VIF values were below 10 and the tolerance statistics were all above 0.1, which suggests that there is no multicollinearity and that the data were reliable for further analysis. Because the data were from the respondents’ survey responses, an R2 of more than 15% is considered adequate for explaining the relationship between the independent and dependent variables (Hair et al., 1992). AB, SN and PBC were included in a standard regression analysis to predict behavioural intentions for Chinese or Malay school choice as the medium of instruction for their children. Gender and age were used as control variables on intention in the regression analysis.


RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Attitudes towards Behaviour

Table 2 shows that there were significant differences between CP and MP for several aspects of Chinese- or Malay-medium education. Most CP believed that Chinese-medium schools were better than Malay-medium schools (7.1 ± 1.8), specifically for the qualification values, job prospects, achievement in Chinese, science and mathematics, development of diligence and openness to other races, and an appreciation of Chinese culture. In contrast, most MP had a neutral attitude towards Malay-medium schools (5.7 ± 2.0; the mid-point of the 10-point scale is 5.5). In fact, MP acknowledged that Chinese-medium students had several advantages. MP believed that Malay-medium students were not better than Chinese-medium students in general and specifically in their mastery of Chinese, mathematics, and an appreciation of Chinese culture. These findings indicate three points for discussion.


Table  2: Means for the TPB constructs and item statements between parents with children in Chinese- and Malay-medium schools



	
	Chinese-medium school parents

	Malay-medium school parents

	t-values



	Mean (SD)
	Mean (SD)



	Attitude (scale range: 1–10)
	7.1 (1.8)

	5.7 (2.0)

	7.402*




	
1.   I believe that studying in Chinese/Malay school is better than Malay/Chinese school.c


	7.5 (2.4)

	6.1 (2.4)

	5.968*




	
2.   I believe that studying in Chinese/Malay school is better than Malay/Chinese school in job prospects.c


	7.2 (2.4)

	6.2 (2.4)

	4.041*




	
3.   I believe that qualifications from Chinese/Malay school are more valuable than those from Malay/Chinese school.c


	7.0 (2.3)

	6.2 (2.5)

	3.000*




	
4.   I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are better than Malay/Chinese school students in appreciating Chinese culture.c


	7.6 (2.4)

	5.2 (2.7)

	9.201*




	
5.   I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are better than Malay/Chinese school students in bahasa Malaysia.c


	5.7 (2.3)

	6.9 (2.2)

	5.393*




	
6.   I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are better than Malay/Chinese school students in English.c


	6.5 (2.5)

	6.3 (2.6)

	1.041




	
7. I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are better than Malay/Chinese school students in Mandarin.c


	8.3 (2.2)

	4.0 (2.8)

	17.239*




	
8.   I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are better than Malay/Chinese school students in mathematics.c


	7.9 (2.4)

	4.6 (2.7)

	12.976*




	
9.   I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are better than Malay/Chinese school students in science.c


	7.5 (2.2)

	5.4 (2.6)

	8.640*




	
10. I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are hardworking than Malay/Chinese school students.c


	7.0 (2.5)

	5.6 (2.6)

	5.369*




	
11. I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are open-minded than Malay/Chinese school students.c


	6.6 (2.3)

	6.1 (2.3)

	1.914




	
12. I believe that Chinese/Malay school students are open to other races than Malay/Chinese school students.c


	6.6 (2.3)

	5.9 (2.4)

	2.967*




	Subjective norm (scale range: 1–10)
	6.3 (1.9)

	5.0 (1.6)

	7.584*




	
1.   My parents can influence my choice of school.a


	6.8 (2.5)

	5.5 (2.5)

	5.188*




	
2.   My spouse can influence my choice of school.a


	6.8 (2.4)

	5.5 (2.4)

	5.322*




	
3.   My child can influence my choice of school.a


	6.1 (2.4)

	4.9 (2.3)

	4.883*




	
4.   My other family members can influence my choice of school.a


	5.8 (2.5)

	4.5 (2.3)

	5.247*




	
5.   My friends can influence my choice of school.a


	5.6 (2.4)

	4.4 (2.2)

	5.179*




	
6.   Word of mouth from other people who have sent their child (children) to Chinese/Malay school can influence my choice of school.a


	5.9 (2.4)

	4.5 (2.2)

	5.901*




	
7.   Generally speaking, I want to do what most people who are important to me think I should do.c


	6.2 (2.2)

	5.0 (2.3)

	5.498*




	Perceived behavioural control (scale range: 1–10)
	7.2 (1.7)

	7.0 (1.8)

	1.500




	
1.   I am certain that if I wanted to I could enrol my child to the school of my choice.d


	7.7 (2.1)

	7.4 (2.3)

	1.458




	
2.   For me to decide whether or not to enrol in Chinese/Malay school was ________.b


	7.1 (2.5)

	6.7 (2.3)

	1.775




	
3.   Whether I send or not my child (children) to Chinese/Malay school is up to me.c


	7.4 (2.5)

	7.4 (2.3)

	–.0720




	
4.   I feel I have control in choosing a Chinese/Malay school in a convenient location. (none/very much)


	7.2 (2.3)

	6.6 (2.5)

	2.528*




	5. For me to pay the fees is __________ (difficult/easy)
	6.6 (2.4)

	6.7 (2.5)

	–.1800




	Intention (scale range: 1–10)
	8.0 (2.0)

	6.2 (2.2)

	8.426*




	
1.   How strong was the intention to send your child (children) to Chinese/Malay school?e


	8.0 (2.1)

	6.2 (2.3)

	8.180*




	
2.   How likely is it that you will send all your children to Chinese/Malay school in the future?a


	8.0 (2.1)

	6.3 (2.4)

	7.664*





#Notes: The CP were responding to items on Chinese-medium school whereas the MP were responding to items on Malay-medium schoola Scale, 1 = extremely unlikely to 10 = extremely likelyb Scale, 1 = extremely difficult to 10 = extremely easyc Scale, 1 = strongly disagree to 10 = strongly agreed Scale, 1 = definite false to 10 = definite truee Scale, 1= no intention to 10 = strong intention

First, both CP and MP expected that Chinese-medium students would have a better command of Chinese because it was the medium of instruction. The time that was allocated for teaching the Chinese subject in both Malay- and Chinese-medium primary schools was the same: 450 minutes per week for Years 1 through 3 and 300 minutes per week for Years 4 through 6. However, students in Chinese-medium schools also learn other subjects in Chinese. In addition, Chinese is also used in school assemblies and for communication among teachers and students in the school. Notices and other official documents are also in Chinese. By choosing Chinese-medium primary schools, the Chinese parents in this study chose to immerse their children in a Chinese-speaking school environment that inevitably builds a foundation for their children to use Chinese in other domains. As reported by Ting and Mahadhir (2009), some urban Chinese parents in Sarawak indicated that one of the primary reasons for choosing Chinese-medium schools was for their children to be able to read the Chinese newspaper.

Second, CP also chose Chinese-medium schools for other academic benefits, and specifically for their children to be able to develop mathematical skills – as shown in the mean values that exceed 6.5 for both CP and MP in Table 2 for the 12 items under Attitudes. Notable achievement in mathematics among Chinese-educated students has been attributed to the Chinese way of learning mathematics, even in American settings. Miller, Kelly and Zhou’s (2005) study showed that Chinese-speaking children outperform American children in mathematics. Miller, Kelly and Zhou (2005) explained that the advantage in Chinese mathematics is due to the transparency of the base-ten number system and that the Chinese number naming structure facilitates the learning process (Fuson and Kwon, 1991). Similarly, Ho and Fuson (1998) found that Chinese-speaking children who used the base-ten number system outperformed English-speaking children who used Arabic numerals. Miller et al. (2005) asserted that language is one factor that affects early mathematical development. Chinese words that are used for numbers up to 10 have one syllable, while numbers between 11 and 100 have two syllables. Using fewer syllables may facilitate cognitive processes during mathematical computations.

Third, both groups of Chinese parents believed that Chinese-medium schools produce students who have a greater appreciation of Chinese culture than students from Malay-medium schools – which is evident in the mean value of 7.6 for CP and 5.2 for MP for Item 4 of the Attitudes section in Table 2. CP valued the role of Chinese-medium schools as an agent of ethnic socialisation of the Chinese culture. Chinese-medium schools are viewed as a setting that maintains the Chinese language, literature and performing arts, such as Chinese music (Tan, 2005). Through the teaching materials and immersion in a homogeneous Chinese community, students are constantly exposed to Chinese traditional values, beliefs and practices. In comparison, although Malay-medium schools are more ethnically diverse, they show a tendency to move towards a dominant Malay cultural environment.

The results from the present study for attitudes revealed that the CP believed in the value of Chinese-medium education. However, the value of Malay-medium education for the MP is not clear – except for their children having a better mastery of Malay. Additional research is needed to understand why some Chinese parents diverge from the norm and choose Malay primary schools. Based on our general observations and experiences, we can pinpoint several potential explanations, including a preference for an ethnically diverse student population and avoiding negative traits that are associated with Chinese-medium students (e.g., conforming attitudes, poor mastery of English and Malay), which should be examined in future research.


Subjective Norms that Govern the Choice of Medium of Instruction

Table 2 shows that the mean score for CP was 6.3 ± 1.9 (range: 1 to 10), which indicates marginally positive SN. Parents and spouses influenced CP in their choice for Chinese schools. However, MP made their own school choices (5.0 ± 1.6), and significantly differed from CP in their likelihood to be influenced by important reference groups (Table 2). The spouse has been identified as the most important reference group in other studies on school choice in monolingual settings (Goh, 2007; Lalwani, Mehta and Tiong, 1999; Sheth, 1974). However, in the present study, CP were also affected by their parents’ opinions about the value of Chinese-medium education. The results suggest that the normative choice in the Chinese community is to enrol children in Chinese-medium primary schools. The MP were more similar to parents in monolingual settings because they made school choices that were independent of social pressure (Bagley, 1996; Bussell, 1998; 2000; Schneider, Elacqua and Buckley, 2006; Goldring and Hausman, 1999; Jackson and Bisset, 2005; Kleitz et al., 2000; West et al., 1995).

Perceived Behavioural Control over the Choice of Medium of Instruction

Both groups of parents were confident that they could enrol their children in the school of their choice (CP: 7.2 ± 1.7; MP: 7.0 ± 1.8). School location and fees did not limit their choice, but of the two, school location was perceived as a greater constraining factor. CP could afford the school fees even though they were higher than the fees for Malay-medium schools.

Table 2 shows that there was a significant difference between CP and MP in the control they had in choosing a Chinese- or Malay-medium school that was in a convenient location (p < 0.05). CP believed that they had more control over choosing a school in a convenient location than MP because Chinese-medium schools are private schools and regulations for school assignment were not as strict. Some parents used alternative methods, such as providing the utility bills of their relatives who lived in that area or providing evidence of their workplace address, and they were able to register their children earlier. Once they succeeded in enrolling their eldest child in the school, their other children would be given priority for placement in the same school. In contrast, the state education department assigned students to Malay schools based on their residential addresses. Overall, the PBC results showed that both CP and MP were confident that they could enrol their children in a school of their choice.

Intent to Choose Chinese or Malay as a Medium of Instruction

Table 2 shows that the CP had a strong intention to choose Chinese-medium schools (8.0 ± 2.0), while MP’s intent to choose Malay-medium schools was only marginally positive (6.2 ± 2.2). There was also a significant difference between CP and MP in their likelihood to choose Chinese or Malay as the medium of instruction for their younger children in the future (p < 0.05). In other words, CP were determined to enrol their children in Chinese-medium schools, while MP were not as adamant about their choice.

Table 3 shows that the three independent variables are significantly correlated with each other (p < 0.01) and INT for CP, but the relationship is not multicollinear because the correlations between the predictor variables were not above 0.8 or 0.9 (Franke, 2010). CP who were influenced by social norms tended to have more favourable attitudes towards Chinese-medium schools and felt more capable of enrolling their children in these schools, and had strong intentions to choose Chinese-medium primary schools.


Table  3: Correlations among the predictor variables and intention for CP



	TPB model constructs
	INT
	AB
	SN
	PBC



	INT
	1.00
	
	
	



	AB
	0.520**
	1.00
	
	



	SN
	0.397**
	0.554**
	1.00
	



	PBC
	0.638**
	0.546**
	0.556**
	1.00




**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

Table 4 shows that the prediction model was statistically significant for CP, F (5, 187) = 30.445, p < 0.01, and accounted for 44.0% of the variance of intention (R2 = 0.455, adjusted R2 = 0.440). CP’s intention was primarily predicted by PBC (beta = 0.509, p < 0.0001) and to a lesser extent by AB (beta = 0.280, p < 0.0001), while SN was not a significant predictor (beta = –0.051, p = 0.480) (Table 4). CP’s age and gender were not significant factors that influenced their intention to choose Chinese-medium primary schools (Table 5). The results indicate that for CP, perceived capability to enrol their children in a Chinese-medium primary school of their choice has more predictive power than attitudes towards Chinese-medium education.


Table  4: Correlations among predictor variables and intention for MP



	TPB model constructs
	INT
	AB
	SN
	PBC



	INT
	1.00
	
	
	



	AB
	0.363**
	1.00
	
	



	SN
	–0.108
	–0.348**
	1.00
	



	PBC
	0.453**
	–0.050
	0.056
	1.00




**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level


Table  5: Regression analysis of the three independent variables and CP’s intention on school choice controlling for age and gender

[image: art]

1. Predictors: (Constant), age, gender2. Predictors: (Constant), age, gender, AB, SN, PBCDependent variable: INT

For MP, the correlation results in Table 6 show that AB and PBC were positively correlated with INT, while there was no significant correlation between SN and INT. Their intention to choose Malay-medium schools was related to their attitudes towards Malay-medium schools and the perceived control they had over their choice, which was not influenced by important reference groups in their lives. The MP made their own decisions to choose Malay-medium schools (see the section on Subjective Norms that Govern the Choice of Medium of Instruction). However, the value of the correlation between PBC and INT was lower than that for CP because MP were less certain about whether the state education department would approve their application for enrolling their children in the school of their choice. Malay-medium schools are national schools and the state education department is stricter on student registration conditions than in the national-type Chinese-medium schools.

MP also differed from CP in that SN and AB were negatively and moderately correlated (r = –0.348, p < 0.01) (Table 6). In the social sciences, a correlation coefficient of 0.50 is considered strong (Cohen, 1992). The moderate correlation between SN and AB for MP shows that reference groups had a minimal influence on their school choice (see the section on Subjective Norms that Govern the Choice of Medium of Instruction). The negative correlation indicates that a decrease in the influence of subjective norms is accompanied by an increase in MP’s favourable attitudes towards Malay-medium schools. This negative correlation can only be understood in context, that is, the norm in the Chinese community is to choose Chinese over Malay-medium schools. MP who chose Malay-medium schools do not succumb to social pressure for choosing Chinese-medium schools and were more likely to positively view Malay-medium schools.


Table  6: Multiple hierarchical regression analysis of the TPB constructs as it relates to CP’s intention for school choice
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Note: *Unstandardised coefficients

Table 7 shows that the prediction model was statistically significant for MP, F (5, 183) = 18.558, p < 0.01, and accounted for 32.7% of the variance in intention (R2 = 0.343, adjusted R2 = 0.324). MP’s intention was primarily predicted by PBC (beta = 0.440, p < 0.0001) and AB (beta = (0.390, p < 0.0001) (Table 7). There was no significant relationship for SN (beta = 0.010, p = 0.876). For the MP, age and gender were not significantly associated with their intention for school choice (Table 8). Similar to CP, MP’s school choice was strongly influenced by perceptions of their capability to enrol their children in a Malay-medium primary school and their attitude towards Malay-medium education. The variance explained for MP’s intention was is lower than that for CP, which indicates that there are other factors that need to be examined and were not included in this questionnaire. However, the variance explained for MP (32.4%) is still within the range that was found in other studies on educational choices: between 30% and 67% (Chen and Zimitat, 2006; Cheng and Chu, 2014; Goh, 2007; Ham, 2008; Knabe, 2012; Prugsamatz, 2009; Randall, 1994).


Table  7: Regression analysis for the three independent variables and MP’s intention on school choice while controlling for age and gender
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1. Predictors: (Constant), age, gender2. Predictors: (Constant), age, gender, AB, SN, PBCDependent variable: INT


Table  8: Multiple hierarchical regression analysis of the TPB constructs as it relates to MP’s intention for school choice
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Note: *Unstandardised coefficients

In this study, the strong influence of PBC on intention indicates that the choice of a Chinese- or Malay-medium primary school puts school choice in Malaysia in the category of behaviours that are not under volitional control. In this category, studies that use TPB have shown that PBC is a primary factor that influences intentions, such as applications for enrolling in business ethics courses (Cheng and Chu, 2014; Randall, 1994), but when students have adequate resources, including perceived capability to perform well, PBC contributed little in predicting intentions (Chen and Zimitat, 2006; Prugsamatz, 2009; Pineda, 2009). In the present study, the Chinese parents could afford to pay for the school fees but they were unsure about whether they could secure a place for their children in the preferred school due to government-imposed conditions on student enrolment based on residential zoning.


The regression analysis controlled for the influence of demographic variables, age and gender, as these could influence parental school choice. The results that are shown in Tables 5–8 (Model 2) showed that age and gender did not significantly influence CP and MP’s intentions for choosing Chinese- or Malay-medium primary schools, which provide empirical support for Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1975) contention that little information can be gained from including demographic variables in the TPB.

CONCLUSION

The factors that influence Chinese parents’ choice of primary school in Sarawak, Malaysia, was studied within the context of TPB, which groups motivational factors for intended behaviours under PBC, AB and SN. This study identified PBC as the strongest predictor of Chinese parents’ school choice. Chinese parents can afford to pay fees but experience constraints in enrolling their children in the Chinese- or Malay-medium school of their choice due to government regulations that assign schools based on residential addresses. Although they have alternative methods for enrolling their children in their preferred school, they do not have volitional control over the outcome of their application. The final decision rests with the Chinese-medium school or the state education department, for Malay-medium schools. The largest challenge is to enrol the eldest child in the preferred school, after which there are rarely problems because siblings are given priority for placement in the same school. Other studies have shown that PBC is a primary factor that influences education-related intentions when the behaviour is not under volitional control (Cheng and Chu, 2014; Randall, 1994).

AB moderately influences intention, while SN add little explanatory power in predicting intentions to enrol children in Chinese- or Malay-medium primary schools. Although the parents who choose Chinese schools are influenced by their parents and spouses, SN have little explanatory power in predicting school choice. Most other studies on education-related intentions that used TPB identified that attitudes towards behaviour were the most important factor (Chen and Zimitat, 2006; Goh, 2007; Ham, 2008; Prugsamatz, 2009; Randall, 1994). In the present study, AB, SN and PBC collectively accounted for 44.0% and 32.4% of the variance in Chinese parents’ intentions for choosing Chinese- and Malay-medium schools, respectively. To account for the influence of participants’ demographic characteristics on the results, the relationship between age and gender and intent was analysed, with no significant relationships for either group of Chinese parents. These findings concur with Knabe (2012) and Ajzen and Fishbein (1975) in that demographic variables do not influence the intention to perform a particular behaviour compared to AB, SN and PBC.

PBC is a matter of financial capability and navigating the technicalities of enrolment procedures, while attitudes toward school are personal motivations that influence school choice. Our findings indicate that choosing a Chinese-medium school is more than a choice of language of instruction. A Chinese-medium primary school uses Chinese as the medium of instruction and the official language for meetings and notices as well as in informal interactions in the school. The teaching materials are also based on Chinese culture; therefore, the transmitted values are also primarily Chinese. The cultural differences are reflected in the teaching approaches, which may explain why Chinese-medium school students are known for their mathematics skills and character development (e.g., diligence). Lee (2012) believes that Chinese parents regard mother-tongue education as integral to the survival of “Chineseness” in Malaysia and essential for preserving the language, culture and identity. These may result in ethnocentrism, and the Chinese-medium school students may develop Chinesecentric worldviews in social and ethnic relations and other aspects of life. Lee (2012) states that more Chinese parents are choosing Chinese-medium schools in protest of the “increasing Islamization of the national schools” (p. 175). This aspect was not explored in the present study. Because religion is a sensitive issue in Malaysia, future research should examine its influence on school choice rather than solely focusing on the Chinese community’s motivations for choosing Chinese-medium schools. This is because many studies that have used enrolment statistics as well as data on Chinese education and culture have concluded that the value that is attached to Chinese schools are as an agent of Chinese cultural transmission and maintenance. Nevertheless, the conclusions of the present study are limited to urban Chinese parents in Malaysia. These findings are culture-specific because languages have their respective roles and statuses in different communities.

It may be more insightful to explore the alternative perspective, that is, why a large proportion of Chinese parents did not choose Malay-medium primary schools. This is a matter of national concern because Malay-medium schools are the agents of national integration, and when a large proportion of Chinese children are not in the national schools, then integration-oriented ideals cannot be imparted to these children. In the years since the independence of Malaysia, when English was the medium of instruction, researchers have noted that parents who enrolled their children in English schools were more nationalistic and less communal than those who chose Chinese-medium schools (Bock, 1970). Exploring why Malay-medium primary school is not the preferred choice for Chinese parents will complement existing research on the preference for Chinese-medium schools, and provide a holistic perspective on the factors that influence school choice for the Chinese community in Malaysia.

Researchers on school choice in Malaysia should also investigate why certain quarters of the Chinese community choose Malay-medium primary schools. The present study was not able to identify the motivations of Chinese parents who chose Malay-medium primary schools compared to the parents who choose Chinese-medium primary schools, which was demonstrated in the lower percentage of variance explained. The Chinese parents who chose Malay-medium schools believed that their children would be proficient in Malay but acknowledged that Chinese students were better in Chinese and mathematics, and had a stronger appreciation for Chinese culture. However, because these parents did not choose Chinese-medium schools, these factors are not important. Additional research is needed to understand why Chinese parents diverge from the norm in the Chinese community and choose Malay-medium primary schools. The present study used questionnaires; however, we suggest that interviews would unearth information that may be specific to the local context or the individuals. Furthermore, interviews are more appropriate for drawing out ethnicity-related reasons, which was discovered by Denessen, Driessena and Sleegers (2005) and Weiher and Tedin (2002). Because school choice has a long-term impact on children’s propensity for using specific languages later in life and broader impacts on integration in nation building, more research is needed to investigate factors that influence school choice in rural localities and for other ethnic groups.

APPENDIX


Appendix 1: Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity



	
	
	Chinese-medium school parents

	Malay-medium school parents




	Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy
	
	.817

	.854




	Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity
	Approx. Chi-Square

	5365.968

	3675.205




	df

	780

	378




	Sig.

	.000

	.000
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Age 020 023 067 386 03 019 077 235
AB 4330 390 000
SN 013 084 010 876
PBC 537 075 440 000
R 016 343
Adjusted R 0.16 327
Sig. F 237 000
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Summary of Multiple Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Model 1 Model 2

B' SE" Beta Sig. B' SE" Beta Sig.
(Constant) 9647 1.190 000 2659 1.062 013
Gender —232 326 055 477 034 245 008 889
Age -033 023 -109 160 023 018 075 197
AB 310 078 280 000
N —051 073 051 480
PBC 608 084 509 000
R o1 455
Adjusted R? o11 444
Sig. F 358 000
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Parents with children  Parents with children Total
in Chinese-medim  in Malay-medium (@=397)
_—— primary school ‘primary school
(@=199) (@=198)
Frequency Frequency (%)  Frequency (%)
Gender  Female 128 127 64.1 255 642
Male 7 7 359 142 358
Age 205 10 6 30 16 40
305 123 79 399 202 508
405 55 85 3.0 40 353
505 10 50 21 121 34 8.6
605 1 05 4 20 5 13
Medium  Chinese 170 854 67 338 237 596
of English 8 40 7 364 80 202
i’;‘ﬁ;—‘m Malay 21 106 59 298 80 202
Level Primary 15 75 18 91 33 83
of Secondary 92 462 94 415 186 469
education  peqe 40 201 3 217 83 209
University 52 26.1 43 217 95 239
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Model Summary

Change Statistics

2 > Std Error of
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1 126 016 005 216236 016 1451 2 181 237
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Salarics

Total number of persons engaged during & wages
- December or the last pay period paid
alucof  Valueof ?
" (RM000)
Vear MNooof gross intermediate  Value i
establishments ~ output output added g -
(RM'000)  (RM'000) Total & wnpid Fuvll‘-lhmc )
family (paid) (paid)
workers
2002 732 693686 258972 434714 8466 733 7408 325 239909
2003 914 752,717 292,388 460329 9367 887 8057 23 262208
2005 1,090 981,530 418281 563249 11006 861 9458 687 300898
2007 1114 1,134,899 508851 626048 11,698 820 9730 1148 309881
2010 1,458 1,667,766 662,939 1,004,827 12,544 656 11564 324 367,136






