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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines whether learning through the mother tongue as an oral language
of instruction may enhance academic achievement among the ethnic minority
communities in Myanmar over learning solely through the national language. This
study focuses on learners who are monolingual in Sgaw — one of the Karen language
groups — and does not investigate multilingual/multicultural student populations.
Furthermore, it investigates only the effects of oral instruction in the mother tongue; it
does not consider the effects of using curriculum and material in the mother tongue or

teaching literacy in the mother tongue.

There are two types of Grade 3 classes involved in the study. In one type of class, the
teacher is bilingual in Burmese and Sgaw and uses Sgaw as an informal oral language
of instruction as well'as' Burmese, since Burmese is the only official language of
instruction. In the other type of class, the teacher uses Burmese only. This study
attempts to find the answers to the questions: (1) How do test scores reflect the effect
of the language of instruction on children’s learning achievement in school? (2) How
does classroom interaction demonstrate the effect of the language of instruction on

children’s experience of learning in school?
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evaluate the Grade 3 test scores from 7 classes with a Burmese-speaking teacher and
12 classes with a Sgaw-speaking teacher. Qualitative analysis was carried out using
the data from interviews and classroom observations. The study reveals that using
only the national language in the early years in a school in a minority community
impedes comprehension. On the other hand, use of the mother tongue appears to
promote the development of cognitive skills as well as facilitate both the use of good
teaching and learning strategies. The thesis concludes with recommendations and

suggestions for further research based on the study’s findings.
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GLOSSARY

Average — There are three main ways of determining a 'typical’ or 'average' value from
a set of numbers, the mean, median, and mode. These will be illustrated with the
following example data set comprising 7 numbers {1, 5, 4, 9, 13, 1, 2} The mode is
the value which occurs most often — in this case the number 1 occurs twice so the
mode or modal value is 1. The mean value is calculated by adding together all the
values and dividing by the number of values — here (1+5+4+9+13+1+2)/7=35/7=5.
The median is the number that separates the largest 50% of the data values from the
smallest 50%. To find the median, first arrange the values in order of increasing size,
ie.,1,1,2,4,5,9, 13. In this case where there are an odd number of data values, the
median is the middle number, i.e., 4. (In cases where there are even numbers of data

values, the median is calculated by finding the mean of the two middle numbers.)

Normal Distribution — The normal distribution is a statistical distribution whose
possible values form a bell-shaped curve around the average value. For this
distribution all three measures of average (mean, median and mode) value are exactly

the same.

Significant result — A result is'said to be significant if the associated P-value is
sufficiently small — typically defined to be less than 0.05. Essentially if a result is
significant at the 5% level, there is less than a 5% chance that the extreme result was

obtained by chance.
P-value — This is the probability of achieving the observed result or a more extreme

result if the hypothesis being tested holds true. If the P-value is 'small' — typically

defined as being less than 0.05 — then the result is said to be significant.

Result of practical importance — Appropriate statistical techniques can determine

whether or not a result is significant, but a value judgement must also be made by
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someone knowledgeable in the area of the investigation about whether the result is of
any practical importance. For example, a study might show that in a particular sample
boys' scores were on average 0.2% higher than girls' scores. Furthermore, the result
may be statistically significant. However, to decide whether this result is of practical
importance, requires knowledge of the particular test on which the test scores were

obtained as well as more general knowledge about educational testing.

Rank — The data are arranged in order of increasing size. The smallest value has rank
1, the second smallest rank 2 etc. Replacing the actual data values by their ranks is a
technique used in Statistics to overcome problems (such as lack of normality) with the

distribution of the observed data.

Linear Regression — Linear regression is a statistical modelling technique that relates
observed values of some response variable (such as student test scores in
Mathematics) to a linear combination of predictor variables (such as gender or teacher
language). In its simplest form — known as 'simple linear regression — a straight line is
fitted through the set of points obtained when plotting the response values versus the

values of a single predictor variable.

Fixed Effects Model — In a fixed effects model for an experiment the predictor
variables have a predetermined set of (fixed) values. Inferences can only be made for
those values of the predictor variables used in the model. For example, suppose a
model included a variable measuring social status and observations were for 'Working
Class' and 'Middle Class'. Then no inferences could be made for anybody outside of

these categories of social status.

Random Effects Model — In a random effects model for an experiment the values used
for the predictor variables are randomly selected from a population of possible values

for those variables. Because the levels are randomly selected, inferences can be made

for all levels of the factors in the population, not just those included in the experiment.
For example, if a sample of schools were randomly selected from a population of all

such schools in a given region, the 'school effect’ would be a random factor because
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the schools were randomly selected. Inferences can be made for all schools in the

population.

Mixed Effects Model — In a mixed model for an experiment, the levels of some of the
factors used in the experiment are randomly selected from a population of possible
levels, whereas the levels of the other factors in the experiment are predetermined.
Inferences for the fixed effects are only possible for the levels of the factors used in
the experiment. Inferences for the random effects are for the whole population of
values from which the random effects were selected. Mixed effects models are
particularly useful when repeated measurements are made on the samie statistical units

or when measurements are made on clusters of related statistical units.

Longitudinal Study — Longitudinal study is a research study that involves repeated

observations of the same variables over long period of time.
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