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Abstract: Malaysia 15 widely known to be a multiethnic nation that has engineered nation-building and fostered
unity successfully through its education system. The preschool years are the most formative stage of human
development and as such have been earmarked as an important window to create and enhance multicultural
awareness. The National Unity Preschool (TAPNIN) system in Malaysia has addressed the issues of national
unity and solidarity through its teacher traiming and curriculum. This paper reports the findings of a study on
multicultural competencies among preschool teachers 1 Malaysia. A total of 136 preschool teachers m the state
of Selangor were involved in the study. The instrument of the study was adapted from the Multicultural
Teaching Competency Scale (MTCS). Both descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyse the data.
The main finding highlighted the high level of competency of the majority of preschool teachers in
multicultural teaching and found no significant differences between teacher competencies in culturally
homogenous v. heterogeneous classes (mean scores of 4.52 v. 4.53). The results indicate the need for

further training of preschool teachers to sustain and enhance multicultural teaching competencies, as well as

the need to conduct more study of this area.
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INTRODUCTION

Malaysia has more than 200 ethnic groups of various
cultures, religions and languages. This diversity is the
main challenge in realizing the concept of “‘One Malaysia’
(1Malaysia) as introduced by Prime Minister Najib Tun
Razak (2009-present). The ‘One Malaysia® seeks to
improve the relations of all Malaysians with one another
regardless of race, religion, or cultural background.
According to the Malaysian Department of Statistics,
there are currently 27.17 million Malaysians, with an
ethnic breakdown of 57% Malay, 25% Chinese, 10%
Indian (South Asian) and the remaining 14% from many
other groups. This multiethmec, multiracial, multicultural
and multi-religious diversity makes it imperative to
maintain peace and harmony through ethnic integration
[1, 2]. The Malaysian government has since mdependence
1 1957 mmplemented its nation-building strategies in large
part through the education system. As the preschool
vears are a formative and highly influential stage of
development, multicultural education starts during these
early years.

The formation of mnational identity, national
integration and national solidarity has been an important
focus of the National Unity Preschools in Malaysia. One
of the policies of these schools is to maintain ethnically
heterogeneous classes with a representative mix of
children of different races and ethnic groups, mncluding
Malay, Chinese and Indian as well as perhaps other
groups. Although it is difficult to fully achieve this goal
for geographical and demographic reasons, 1t 18 a much-
preferred alternative to homogenous classrooms. National
Unity preschool classes can encourage children to learn
multicultural values and develop social skills by building
relationships with other children of other ethrucities.
Additionally, the National Preschool Curriculum [4] has
integrated the elements of multiculturalism, nationalism
and patriotism, aimed at orienting children to
understanding and valuing the cultures of all ethnic
groups in Malaysia. The humanistic component of this
curriculum seeks to establish mutual respect and tolerance
towards people of different cultures. Multicultural
elements include knowledge and respect toward the
cultures and lfestyles of other ethnic groups, as
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demonstrated by practices such as knowing about their
customs, traditions and religions. Teachers in these
settings need to prepare themselves with awareness,
knowledge and multicultural-interaction skills. Prosen and
Kuscer [3] state that preschool plays an important role in
children’s socialization process. Children have to face the
challenges of cultural adjustment i a situation where
teachers are cultural agents helping children negotiate
between home, school and the community [5, 6]. Tt is
important to realize that teachers’ experiences and
multicultural education and skills may not be adequate to
address students’ diverse cultural backgrounds, leading
to a mismatch with students’ diverse background [7-2].
Grootboom [10] stated that students in a class which is
composed of children from various cultures tend to have
more soclal-interaction problems due to the mixing of
cultures. In the case of these students, the teacher plays
the most important role in helping to develop their social
skills. Teachers are not only responsible for delivering
knowledge and helping children of different ethnic groups
to work together, but also become the main agents in
developing these children's social skills.

Teachers’ multicultural competence 1s the ability to
teach students with various cultural backgrounds. The
teachers must have complex cultural, social and emotional
awareness and sensitivity as well as knowledge in the
various flelds and skalls of any preschool teacher to be
able to do multicultural teaching [11]. The choice of
methodology used in multicultural education and the
school-based support system help increase the cultural
competence of teachers and help them fulfil their role
[12-15]. The role of the teacher as a multicultural agent is
stress by [14]. Multicultural teaching competency is an
on-going process whereby teachers have to 1) examine
thewr attitudes and beliefs regarding multiculturalism, 2)
mcrease their understanding of characteristics of various
cultures and 3) examine the effects of their knowledge and
beliefs on their teaching [16]. The current study has been
designed to address the following questions: 1) What 1s
the of National Unity Preschool teachers’
multicultural teaching competency? and 2) Ts there a

level

significant difference in this competency between

teachers of homogenous and heterogeneous classes?.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

A survey was conducted involving a purposive
sample of teachers from National Unity Preschools in the
state of Selangor, Malaysia. The sample consisted of
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136 female teachers, with the majority (87%) between
35 and 45 years old with more than ten years of teaching
experience. Some teachers taught in homogenous classes
where there was only one ethnic group (Malays) and
some in heterogeneous classes in which all three major
ethnic groups (Malays, Chinese and Indians) were
identified classes as
homogenous and heterogeneous by the ethnic
composition of the student body. The data were analysed

represented. The researcher

using SPSS 18. Descriptive- and inferential-statistical
analyses were carried out. The mstrument of the study
was a questionnaire adapted from the Multicultural
Teaching Competencies Scales (MTCS) [14]. The pilot
test indicated a high-reliability Cronbach’s alpha (a)=
0.7910) The MTCS uses a Likert-like scale (1 = ‘strongly
agree’; 6 ‘strongly disagree”). The MTCS was
comprised of ten items designed to assess multicultural

teaching competencies (a complete list of which is given
in the Results and Discussion section below).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Data from the MTCS were analysed using descriptive
statistics to determine the level of the preschool teachers
in the An

independent t-test was used to determine whether

various multicultural —competencies.
significant differences exist m the level of these
competencies according to whether the teachers were in
homogenous or heterogeneous classes.

Table 1 shows that the majority of teachers had high
multicultural teaching competencies, with a mean of
4.76 and a standard deviation of 0.39. It can be seen that
nine out of ten items showed high agreement (mean (M)
= 4.0 and above) and one item was rated medium
(M = 3.63). This means that preschool teachers agreed
that they have most of the multicultural teaching
competencies. These competencies were planning school
events to increase student knowledge about diverse
ethmic groups (M=5.07), integrating varied cultural values
and lifestyles of different ethnic groups into their teaching
(M =5.05), planning activities and school events related to
cultural practices from different groups (M= 5.97), making
efforts to help students from ethmic minorities adapt to
school (M=5.07), making changes and consulting
administrators regularly on multicultural issues (AM=4.78),
developing supportive relationships with ethnic-minority
parents (44=4.93) and ensuring that the curricula
integrates topics relevant to multiculturalism. The lowest
mean recorded was for the item: ‘T rarely examine the
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Table 1: Means and Standard Deviations: Multicultural Teaching Competencies of Preschool Teachers

Ttem Mean SD Level

1. T integrate the cultural values and lifestyles of racial and ethnic minority groups into my teaching 5.05 0.65 High

2. I plan many activities to celebrate diverse cultural practices in the classroom 511 0.52 High

3 T plan school events to increase students” knowledge about the cultural traditions of 5.07 0.51 High
various racial and ethnic groups

4, My curriculum integrates topics and events related to racial and ethnic minority populations 4.63 0.84 High

5. I make changes within the general school environment so that racial and ethnic minority students 5.07 0.65 High
will have an equal chance for success

6. T consult regularly with other teachers or administrators to help me understand multicultural 4.78 0.76 High
issues related to instruction

7. T rarely examine the instrictional materials T use in the classroom for racial or ethnic bias 3.63 1.35 Medium

8. I often include examples of the experiences and perspectives of racial and ethnic groups during my classroom lessons 4.66 0.90 High

9. T often promote diversity by the behaviours T exhibit 4.7 0.82 High

10. T establish strong, supportive relationship with racial and ethnic minority parents 4.93 0.92 High
Total 4.76 0.39 High

Tables 2: Differences in Teachers® Multicultural Teaching Competencies Between Homogenous and Heterogeneous classes

Variable Type of Class n Mean SD t Sig.

Teachers’ Multicultural Homogenous 38 4.52 0.44 -0.175 0.861

Teaching Competency Heterogeneous 98 4.53 0.45

instructional materials for racial or ethnic bias’, (34=3.63) heterogeneous and homogenous classes (r = -0.175,

which indicates slight disagreement. This statement very
clearly indicates that teachers are aware of racial bias
embedded in preschool textbooks. Interestingly this
particular item 1s negative as opposed to all other items in
the multicultural teaching competencies. Most probably
the author 13 of the opimion that such item can express
more strongly the tone of biasness. Tt can be equally
explained that trained and experienced preschocl teacher
were equally able to respond to such item and that
although negatively worded the item contributed equally
the
competencies.

The findings indicate that these ligh levels of
competencies were expected from the teachers as part of
therr duty to implement the National Freschool
Curriculum, which the component of
multiculturalism. These results may be explained by the

to measurement of multicultural  teaching

stresses

fact that the sample of tlhis study were experienced
preschool teachers who had implemented the multicultural
curriculum for many years. They had also attended

traimng  sessions to  enhance their teaching
professionalism and had been involved with parents of
preschoolers from various ethmc groups during

community activities.

Table 2 shows the independent t-test results, which
indicate that there were no significant differences in
multicultural between

teaching competencies
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0.861). The mean of teacher’s multicultural competencies
in the homogenous class is 4.52 and that in the
4.53. This sumilarity
competencies can be explamed by the fact that 75.6% of
the teachers had attended similar training related to

heterogeneous class 1s n

multicultural teaching and learmng, orgamzed by the
Malaysian Department of National Unity. The training
helped teachers develop the competencies needed,
regardless of whether their classes were homogenous or
heterogeneous. Tt can also be noted that teachers are
equally competent in  both homogenous and
heterogeneous classes because of the uniformity in
preschool curriculum goals in both types of classroom
and that most have taught in both homogenous and

heterogeneous classes i the past.
CONCLUSION

Multicultural teaching competencies are indeed very
important in ensuring that the goals of multicultural
education are achieved, especially in a multiethnic and
multiracial society that has explicitly embraced those
goals such as Malaysia. The present study mdicates that
preschool teachers in the National Unity Preschools
possessed these needed and expected competencies and
of multicultural
education. Since the preschool stage 1s the foundation for

are able to enhance the success
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subsequent leaming, further curriculum development at
this stage can capitalize on and benefit from this study.
This study also indicated that there were no differences
i multicultural teaching competencies between classes
with one ethnic group (homogenous classes) and classes
with multiple ethnic groups (heterogeneous classes). This
can be explamed by the awareness of teachers and
children of the mainstream social agenda of social
solidarity and national umty across ethnic boundaries. A
qualitative study involving a bigger and a more varied
sample could usefully be conducted to further verify and
support the presence of the competencies studied in this
paper. Additionally, further investigation into the
processes of mculcating these skills in the classroom
should be examined and documented in pursuit of the
goals of teacher professional development and lifelong
learning. Teacher-training institutions both locally and
abroad, can take the of acqusition of
multicultural teaching competencies in teachers from the
National Unity Preschools in Malaysia as a benchmark.

SUCCESS
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