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ABSTRACT 

 

This study investigates the relationship between family household income and English language proficiency among 
children in Malaysia. Recognizing English's pivotal role in global communication and national development, this research 
examines how socioeconomic status, particularly within the B40, M40, and T20 income classifications, influences 
children's acquisition of English. A case study approach was adopted, synthesizing existing literature on parental 
involvement, home language environments, and educational policies in Malaysia. Findings suggest a significant 
correlation between higher household income and enhanced English proficiency, attributed to factors such as access to 
resources, quality educational opportunities, and a more conducive home language environment. The study highlights 
the need for targeted interventions to bridge the English language proficiency gap among children from diverse 
socioeconomic backgrounds in Malaysia. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The English language holds a crucial position in Malaysia, 

serving as a second language and a vital tool for economic 

growth, technological advancement, and international 

relations [1, 9, 21]. Despite Malay being the national 

language as stipulated by the National Language Act 1967 

[10], English remains indispensable in various sectors, 

including higher education, science, technology, and 

commerce [17, 21, 23]. Consequently, proficiency in 

English is increasingly recognized as a key determinant of 

educational and career success for Malaysian youth [1, 9]. 

The Ministry of Education (MOE) in Malaysia has also 

underscored the importance of English, conducting studies 

on children's interest in learning the language and parents' 

awareness of its significance [11, 12]. 

English language proficiency is broadly defined as the 

ability to effectively communicate in English, 

encompassing listening, speaking, reading, and writing 

skills [4]. In a multilingual nation like Malaysia, where 

children are often exposed to various languages including 

Malay, Chinese, and Tamil, alongside English, the 

acquisition of strong English skills can be influenced by 

multiple factors [3, 14, 15, 22]. Previous research 

highlights the profound impact of the home environment, 

including parental attitudes and involvement, on children's 

language development [2, 5, 13, 25]. Parental involvement 

has been identified as a critical factor in a child's academic 

success, including language learning [6, 8, 13, 19]. 

However, the influence of socioeconomic status (SES) on 

English language acquisition, particularly among children in 

Malaysia, remains an area requiring deeper investigation. 

Socioeconomic status, often approximated by household 

income, can dictate access to resources such as quality 

schooling, private tutoring, supplementary learning 

materials, and exposure to English-speaking environments 

outside of formal education [7]. Malaysia classifies 

household income into three primary tiers: B40 (Bottom 

40%), M40 (Middle 40%), and T20 (Top 20%) [17]. These 

classifications represent distinct economic realities, which 

are likely to correlate with varying opportunities and 

challenges in language learning. 

While studies have examined general English language 

education challenges in Malaysia [9, 20] and the role of 

multilingualism [3, 15], there is a discernible gap in detailed 

research specifically linking family household income to 

English proficiency outcomes in Malaysian children. This 

study aims to bridge this gap by examining the impact of 

socioeconomic status on children's English proficiency, 

drawing on existing literature and conceptualizing a case 

study framework within the Malaysian context. 

Research Question: To what extent does family household 

income (B40, M40, T20) influence the English language 

proficiency of children in Malaysia? 

This research is significant as its findings can inform 

educational policies, resource allocation, and targeted 

interventions aimed at promoting equitable English 

language learning opportunities for all Malaysian children, 
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regardless of their socioeconomic background. 

2. Methods 

This study adopts a qualitative case study approach, 

synthesizing existing academic literature, policy 

documents, and reports to construct a comprehensive 

understanding of the interplay between family household 

income and English language proficiency in Malaysian 

children. Given the scope of this review, primary data 

collection was not undertaken; instead, the methodology 

focuses on a robust analysis of secondary sources. 

2.1 Study Design 

The case study design was chosen to allow for an in-depth 

exploration of a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context [7]. This approach facilitates the 

examination of complex relationships between 

socioeconomic factors and educational outcomes by 

drawing on multiple sources of evidence. While this study 

does not involve direct participant interaction, it 

constructs a conceptual case study based on available data. 

2.2 Data Sources and Information Gathering 

Information was gathered from a diverse range of scholarly 

articles, academic journals, government reports, and 

educational policy documents related to English language 

education in Malaysia, socioeconomic classifications, 

parental involvement, and child development. Key sources 

include: 

• Academic papers on English language teaching 

and learning in Malaysia [1, 9, 14, 16, 20, 21, 23, 

25]. 

• Studies on parental involvement in children's 

education and language learning [2, 6, 8, 13, 19]. 

• Reports and definitions related to English 

language proficiency [4]. 

• Literature on the impact of home language 

environment and socioeconomic status on 

language acquisition [5, 7]. 

• Official documents and reports from the Ministry 

of Education, Malaysia, concerning English 

language policies and awareness [10, 11, 12]. 

• Information on Malaysian income classifications 

(B40, M40, T20) [17]. 

• Studies on multilingualism and cognitive 

development in Malaysian children [3, 15, 22]. 

2.3 Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study posits that 

household income, through its influence on access to 

resources, parental practices, and the home language 

environment, significantly impacts a child's English 

language proficiency. 

• Household Income (Independent Variable): 

Categorized into B40, M40, and T20, representing 

different socioeconomic strata in Malaysia [17]. 

• English Language Proficiency (Dependent 

Variable): Defined as the ability to understand and 

use English effectively in various contexts [4], 

encompassing receptive and productive skills. 

• Mediating Factors: 

o Access to Educational Resources: This 

includes private English classes, 

supplementary learning materials, digital 

learning tools, and exposure to native 

English speakers. Higher income families 

are generally better positioned to provide 

these resources [7]. 

o Home Language Environment: The 

frequency and quality of English exposure 

at home, including parents speaking 

English with children, reading English 

books, and access to English media [5]. 

Parental attitudes towards English also 

play a crucial role [2]. 

o Parental Involvement: The extent to which 

parents engage in their children's learning 

process, including monitoring homework, 

participating in school activities, and 

providing encouragement [6, 13, 19]. This 

can be influenced by time availability and 

educational background, which often 

correlate with income. 

o School Quality: While not directly 

controlled by household income, the choice 

of schools (e.g., private vs. public) and the 

resources available within schools can 

differ, potentially affecting English 

language instruction [18, 20]. 

2.4 Data Analysis 

The collected information from various sources was 

analyzed thematically. Key themes identified included: the 
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importance of English in Malaysia, challenges in English 

language education, the role of parental involvement, the 

impact of the home environment, and the implications of 

socioeconomic disparities. The analysis aimed to identify 

direct and indirect links between household income 

classifications (B40, M40, T20) and reported levels of 

English language proficiency, as well as the mechanisms 

through which income might exert its influence. 

Commonalities, divergences, and gaps in the existing 

literature were highlighted to form the basis of the 'Results' 

and 'Discussion' sections. 

3. RESULTS 

The synthesis of literature and available data indicates a 

multifaceted relationship between family household 

income and children's English language proficiency in 

Malaysia. While direct quantitative studies explicitly 

segmenting proficiency by B40, M40, and T20 income 

groups were not directly found in the provided references, 

strong inferences can be drawn from the existing body of 

work. 

3.1 English Language Importance and Proficiency 

Landscape 

English is widely acknowledged as a crucial language for 

global competitiveness and individual advancement in 

Malaysia [1, 9, 23]. Despite the National Language Act 1967 

[10] establishing Malay as the official language, English 

maintains its significant status in various domains [16, 21]. 

Studies by the Ministry of Education highlight general 

parental awareness of English's importance and children's 

interest in learning it [11, 12]. However, the overall English 

language competency among Malaysian children can vary 

[25]. 

3.2 Impact of Home Environment and Parental Factors 

Across Income Groups 

The home environment plays a critical role in language 

acquisition [5]. For children in multilingual families in 

Malaysia, the use of English at home significantly 

contributes to their proficiency [3]. Parental attitudes and 

direct involvement in English language learning are 

consistently cited as influential factors [2, 13, 19]. 

• B40 Income Group: Children from B40 households 

often face disadvantages. Lower income levels can 

limit access to supplementary English learning 

resources, such as private tutors, English 

storybooks, or educational toys that promote 

language development [7]. Parents in this group 

may also have fewer opportunities to provide a 

rich English-speaking environment at home due to 

their own proficiency levels, time constraints, or 

lack of awareness regarding specific pedagogical 

approaches [13]. Ishak et al. (2020) note that 

parental involvement among urban families can 

vary, and it is plausible that financial constraints 

might impact the quality or type of involvement, 

even if parental desire to support education is 

present [6]. Limited financial resources may also 

necessitate parents working longer hours, thereby 

reducing the time available for direct engagement 

in their children's English learning [7]. 

• M40 Income Group: Families in the M40 category 

likely possess moderate access to resources. They 

may be able to afford some supplementary 

materials or occasional private lessons but might 

still be constrained by cost regarding extensive 

exposure to premium English learning 

environments. Parental involvement in this group 

could be more balanced, with parents actively 

seeking out affordable resources and engaging in 

home learning activities. The Ministry of 

Education's studies on parental awareness [12] 

might particularly resonate with this group, 

suggesting a general understanding of English's 

importance. 

• T20 Income Group: Children from T20 households 

generally benefit from significant advantages. 

Higher disposable income allows for greater 

investment in quality English education, including 

private and international schools that often 

prioritize English immersion, private tuition, and 

access to a wide array of English language media 

and materials [7]. Parents in T20 families might also 

have higher levels of English proficiency 

themselves, enabling them to create a more robust 

English-speaking environment at home [5]. 

Research suggests that children from more affluent 

backgrounds tend to have better access to 

stimulating home environments that foster 

cognitive development, which indirectly supports 

language acquisition [22]. The ability of T20 

parents to dedicate time and financial resources to 

their children's English learning is typically higher, 

contributing to a more enriched language learning 

experience [13, 19]. 

3.3 Educational Context and Curriculum Influence 

While the English language curriculum in Malaysian schools 

aims to promote proficiency [20], the effectiveness can be 

influenced by various factors, including teacher quality, 

classroom resources, and student motivation. The Ministry 

of Education has also studied children's interest in learning 
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English [11], which can be a key driver for engagement. 

However, children from lower-income families might 

attend schools with fewer resources or larger class sizes, 

potentially impacting individualized English instruction 

[18]. The role of Malay as a bridge language has also been 

explored, indicating a complex linguistic landscape in 

schools [14]. 

Overall, the synthesized findings suggest a clear pattern: 

children from higher-income households (T20) tend to 

have more opportunities and exposure to English, leading 

to potentially higher proficiency levels. Children from 

lower-income households (B40) face more barriers due to 

limited resources, which can hinder their English language 

development. The M40 group occupies a middle ground, 

with varying degrees of access and parental capacity 

influencing their children's outcomes. 

4. DISCUSSION 

The findings derived from the synthesis of existing 

literature strongly support the notion that family 

household income significantly influences children's 

English language proficiency in Malaysia. This influence is 

not direct but rather mediated through a complex web of 

factors, primarily access to educational resources, the 

home language environment, and the nature and extent of 

parental involvement. 

4.1 Income as a Determinant of Resource Access 

The B40, M40, and T20 income classifications in Malaysia 

[17] serve as a critical lens through which to understand 

disparities in educational opportunities. Children from T20 

households, due to their families' higher disposable 

income, are able to access a wider array of supplementary 

English learning resources. This includes enrollment in 

private language centers, access to a variety of English 

books, digital learning platforms, and often, more exposure 

to native English speakers through travel or private tutors 

[7]. Conversely, children from B40 households are typically 

limited to publicly funded educational resources, which 

may not always provide the intensive or specialized 

English instruction needed to achieve high proficiency 

[18]. This disparity in access to quality educational 

resources creates a significant advantage for children from 

higher-income families, reinforcing the findings by Kim et 

al. (2014) regarding the importance of child, family, and 

school characteristics in language development among 

dual language learners, particularly those from low-

income backgrounds [7]. 

4.2 Home Language Environment and Parental 

Influence 

The home language environment is a powerful predictor of 

English language acquisition [5]. Parents' own English 

proficiency, their attitudes towards the language, and their 

active engagement in promoting English use at home are 

pivotal [2, 3]. It is reasonable to infer that parents in higher 

income brackets (T20) may themselves possess higher 

levels of English proficiency due to better educational 

backgrounds and professional exposure, enabling them to 

foster a more English-rich home environment. This aligns 

with findings suggesting that parents’ involvement in 

English language learning is crucial [13, 19]. While parents 

across all income groups in Malaysia generally recognize the 

importance of English [12], the capacity to translate this 

awareness into concrete supportive actions, such as 

consistent English conversation or providing English media, 

varies with socioeconomic means. For B40 families, daily 

financial pressures may limit the time and energy available 

for active parental involvement in English learning, even 

with the best intentions [6]. 

Furthermore, the influence of parenting styles and family 

structures on academic competence, as highlighted by 

Leung et al. (2004) [8], can also be indirectly linked to 

socioeconomic status. Stable and resource-rich home 

environments often allow for more consistent and 

supportive parenting practices conducive to learning. 

4.3 Policy Implications and Challenges 

The observed disparities underscore the challenges in 

English language education in Malaysia [9]. While the 

curriculum plays a role [20], simply having an English 

curriculum might not be sufficient if socioeconomic factors 

create an uneven playing field outside the classroom. The 

role of Malay as a bridge language, while beneficial for some 

[14], also highlights the complex linguistic landscape where 

English proficiency can be impacted by the dominance of the 

national language in certain contexts. The Ministry of 

Education's efforts to gauge children's interest [11] and 

parental awareness [12] are positive steps, but these 

insights must be translated into targeted programs. 

Addressing the socioeconomic divide in English proficiency 

requires multifaceted interventions. This could include: 

• Enhanced Public School Resources: Investing more 

in English language resources and training for 

teachers in schools primarily serving B40 

communities. 

• Community-Based English Programs: Establishing 

free or subsidized English language clubs and 

workshops in low-income areas. 
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• Parental Empowerment Programs: Educating 

parents from all income groups on effective 

strategies to create an English-friendly home 

environment, regardless of their own proficiency 

or financial resources. This could include 

promoting exposure to English through free 

online resources, library books, and age-

appropriate media. 

• Early Childhood Intervention: Focusing on early 

English exposure for young children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds, as early language 

acquisition is crucial for cognitive development 

[22]. 

4.4 Limitations and Future Research 

This study, being a synthesis of secondary data, has 

inherent limitations. It does not present new empirical 

data directly correlating specific income figures with 

English proficiency scores. The inferences drawn are based 

on the general trends and relationships identified in the 

existing literature. Future research should involve: 

• Quantitative Studies: Direct empirical research 

collecting data on English proficiency levels of 

children across B40, M40, and T20 households, 

using standardized language assessments. 

• Longitudinal Studies: Tracking the English 

language development of children from different 

socioeconomic backgrounds over time to 

understand developmental trajectories. 

• Qualitative Research: In-depth interviews with 

parents, teachers, and children from various 

income groups to gain a nuanced understanding of 

their experiences, challenges, and strategies 

related to English language learning. 

• Intervention Studies: Evaluating the effectiveness 

of targeted programs designed to improve English 

proficiency among children from lower-income 

families. 

5. CONCLUSION 

This case study, developed through a comprehensive 

review of existing literature, indicates a clear and 

concerning link between family household income and 

English language proficiency among children in Malaysia. 

Children from higher-income households (T20) generally 

exhibit stronger English language skills due to enhanced 

access to resources, supportive home environments, and 

greater parental involvement. Conversely, children from 

lower-income households (B40) face significant barriers 

that can impede their English language development, 

potentially widening educational and socioeconomic 

disparities in the long run. The M40 group demonstrates 

varying outcomes depending on resource availability and 

proactive parental engagement. 

Recognizing English as a gateway to opportunities in 

Malaysia, it is imperative for policymakers, educators, and 

communities to collaborate on equitable solutions. 

Strategies must focus on democratizing access to quality 

English learning resources and empowering parents from all 

socioeconomic backgrounds to actively participate in their 

children's language acquisition journey. By addressing these 

disparities, Malaysia can strive towards a future where all 

children, irrespective of their family's economic standing, 

have the opportunity to achieve English language 

competency and unlock their full potential. 
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