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Abstract

The objective of this study to investigate the views of parents toward the practice of pre-school
ethos on routines activities in PERPADUAN (Unity) Pre-school settings. The study involved 30
parents from three PERPADUAN Pre-school settings. A qualitative methodology was applied. In-
depth interviews were conducted with the parents. The primary findings of this case study
emergent: the data and quotes from parents shown an important view of a pre-school ethos that
claims to be multi-ethnic. There are the similarities and differences between pre-school ethos in
line with the parental norms and values from parents’ perspectives. For example, daily practices
in the PERPADUAN Pre-school were acceptable. The common routine activities in pre-school day
consist of the arrival time, morning assembly, hand-kissing, the salaam, the Rukun Negara
(Malaysia Principle) and Negaraku (Malaysia Anthem), outdoor activity, and table manners
during meal time. However, despite a good practices of multi-ethnic values through pre-school
routines like “dua” and kissing hands, some of the findings evidently suggest that there are some
lively ‘sensitive issues’. Most of the issues commented on by the parents are related to the
school’s reluctance to act in a culturally sensitive way. Reciting “dua” is an act highly encouraged
in Islam, regardless of time and place, but in a multi-ethnic pre-school like PERPADUAN Pre-
school this ritual is ‘over emphasised’ and regarded as ‘compulsory’, so that everybody must
follow it regardless of their religion, even though the “dua” is recited in Malay. Some might think
that this is an act of the Islamisation of pre-school and this might worry them.

Keywords: Pre-school, Ethos, Routine, Early Childhood

Introduction

This paper draws on a study that is part of a longitudinal research project that analyses Quality
of Early Childhood Care and Education in formal early years settings with 4 — 6-year-old children
in Malaysia. The efforts to maintain the atmosphere of a peaceful and harmonious life among
the various multi-ethnics in Malaysia is not an easy one. The establishment of multi-ethnic pre-
schools are playing an important role in the integration of people since the early ages. The
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strength of multi-ethnic pre-school is a role in inculcating the spirit of goodwill, neighbourliness
and integration among children in early childhood. In addition, the role multi-ethnic pre-school
strengthen ties and foster unity among parents and the community. Generally, multi-ethnic pre-
school is a link between children, parents or guardians and the community. Multi-ethnic
preschool implemented to provide children aged four to six years to appreciate the values from
multi-ethnic groups and social life.

The roles and responsibilities of multi-ethnic pre-school such as PERPADUAN pre-school
must be clear so that it can discharge their functions efficiently. In order to achieve the vision,
mission and objectives multi-ethnic preschool, education is one of the strategy in the process to
achieve national unity and integration. However the lack of delegating tasks that are unclear over
workload will affect the quality of educational services provided. The questions is, does the
educational services provided and practices quality enough? According to Buchori and Dobinson
(2015) early childhood teachers view the children’s previous cultural background as a burden.
They are concern for the children who are not performing up to the curriculum standard and fear
of not meeting their own expectations, and those of the children’s parents. Meanwhile Mamat
et al (2019) added that in Malaysia, early childhood education, in order to address the needs of
the children from a diverse cultural background, the government agency such as Department of
Integration and Unity implemented a setting of a culturally diverse pre-school. This shows the
government’ understandings of the multi-ethnic education goals. It is important to teach children
about different cultures and the most effective way to do this is to emphasise points of
comparison between cultures.

Objectives
The rationale for this study is to provide relevant input to the efforts of fulfil parents’ expectation.
The objective of study:
e to investigate the views of parents toward the practice of pre-school ethos on routines
activities in PERPADUAN (Unity) Pre-school.

Literature Review

Multi-ethnic pre-school refers to “pre-school that includes children of different ethnic groups,
which is the policy of the pre-school itself to ensure the composition of the pre-school entrants
consist of a mix of Malays, Chinese, Indian and others. The aim of the multi-ethnic pre-school is
to unite three dominant ethnic groups of Malaysian in order to ensure national integration”
(Majzub, 2006, p. 87). Many scholars have addressed the benefits of pre-school settings for
children’s attention during learning activities. Pre-school setting promotes children’s attention
and learning at an early stage. Children’s participation in classroom activities is highly influenced
by pre-school setting and teacher’s approach. According to Mamat et al (2019) direct cross-ethnic
and teaching is more effective in changing children’s intergroup attitudes. Studies show healthy
and conducive environment of multi-ethnic pre-school give effective educational programs for
children. Teachers always worked in a conducive working environment is committed to achieving
the mission and goals to promote unity (Majzub, 2006). The involvement of parents and
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communities in PERPADUAN pre-school enhance relationships and joint activity, the cooperation
between them (Majzub, 2006).

Learning activities in PERPADUAN pre-school should be based on the needs, desires, abilities of
the children's background and development. Teachers should provide an activity space, organize
physical needs in the classroom to carry out learning activities. Pre-schools need to provide
activity and teaching planning appropriate to children (Beaty, 2014; 2016; Loy et al., 2017; Mamat
et al., 2017). Previous studies show that the quality of pre-school is determined by the best
practices in pre-school ethos such as curriculum, the profile of children, quality of the teacher,
facilities, and teaching and learning practices. Bentley (2012) explains the meaning of diversify
ethnically pre-school in the early childhood classroom practices in the everyday lives of four- and
five-year-olds. According to Mamat et al (2019), the practice of multi-ethnic teaching in early
childhood education is an important element of high-quality developmentally and culturally
appropriate early childhood programmes. Children develop their own concepts around these
issues, finding meaningful ways to share their knowledge with the larger school community.
These fundamental values can be integrated into the lives of young children, especially in the
early childhood classroom.

Methodology

This study is a qualitative study involving three PERPADUAN (Unity) Pre-school settings that
conduct early education programs for pre-school children aged 6. The study involved 30 parents
from three PERPADUAN (Unity) Pre-school settings. In-depth interviews were conducted with the
parents. The research employed interviews to serve as data collection instruments as well as
means of data triangulation; to estimate the validity and reliability of data and research
procedures (Mamat, et al., 2018). A series of workshops were carried out to construct the
interview protocols. A series of workshops were held to thrash out the nodes, axial nodes and
the systematic nodes. Relationships between the axial nodes were scrutinised to narrow them
down into major themes. Each transcript underwent pair-comparison, then each group
presented their own mapping in the group comparisons sessions and finally, the mapping for
each group was drabbed based on factors that contribute to parents’ perspective on pre-school
ethos.

Findings

Pre-school Setting: The Pre-school Routine and Cultural Elements

The common routine activities in pre-school day consist of the arrival time, morning assembly,
hand-kissing, the salaam, the Rukun Negara (Malaysia Principle) and Negaraku (Malaysia
Anthem), outdoor activity, and table manners during meal time. The routine daily practices in
the PERPADUAN Pre-school were acceptable to the multi-ethnic children.

The teacher in charge would stand at the school gate to greet the children and the parents as the
children arrive. The teacher would greet the child with the salaam. The child, in turn, would
answer the teacher with the prescribed answer and also shake the teacher’s right hand with his
or her own right hand and kiss the teacher’s hand by bringing it to his or her nose. The child would
then put away his or her things in the school building and join the other children playing.
(Observation: Morning Session Episode [12 June 2018]).
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This hand-kissing ritual is an element of Malay culture as a sign of respect. The rule of Malay
hierarchy is observed by the act of the children kissing the teacher’s hand. This kind of ritual has
become the regular basis for all children because it is acceptable to the other ethnic groups as
part of showing respect to elders.
... The teacher led the assembly. She stood in front facing the children while the
assistant teacher stood on the periphery of the children’s group. ... followed next was a
ritual of greetings. The teacher first greeted the children with the salaam, to which the
children responded appropriately, (Observation: Morning Routine Episode [12 June
2018]).

The salaam is both the greeting and farewell ritual in Islam while “Vanakkam” (Tamil) and “Chao
an” or “zao'an” (Mandarin) which mean “Good morning” have created a sense of understanding
among all the ethnic groups. The salaam is both the greeting and farewell ritual in Islam. In this
regard the school had managed to instil in the students an Islamic sociocultural practice in this
otherwise daily routine.
Children learn to practice the dua, the school is attempting to instil this habit in children. We see
that the Islamic rituals associated with eating had been consciously observed during the snack
time. The children were gently reminded of their manners and of the appropriate hand to use
when directly handling food.
Children are exposed to the teaching of moral and spiritual values. The teaching of spiritual and
moral aspects contains components of Islamic Education for Muslim students and Moral
Education for non-Muslim students. Islamic Education focuses on the delivery of knowledge, skills
and appreciation of Islam. Despite developing children with good characteristics through pre-
school routines like “dua” and kissing hands, some of the findings evidently suggest that there
are some lively ‘sensitive issues’. Most of the issues commented on by the parents are related to
the school’s reluctance to act in a culturally sensitive way. Parent’s view:

Let the children understand the three main ethnic cultures ...rather than Malay culture

as it seems to be the case today...nurturing the children with three languages and

different cultures should be the way to promote ethnic understanding. It does not show

in school practices, does it? The school norms tend to practise the Muslim religious

values [Malay] in everyday practice. But this is only my opinion. (Paragraph 47)

Mr Bo: 20 years ago, | didn’t have any problem with other friends from different ethnic

groups. Nowadays school practice is different, the practise elements of Islamic apply to

all children at PERPADUAN Pre-school which look like an Islamisation process

(Paragraph 144)
This parent is concerned that practising the elements of Muslim religion at pre-school contradicts
what he gives his child at home. Some parents said that the pre-school practices seemed to
disregard cultures other than Malay. They viewed that it is important for a multi-ethnic pre-
school to nurture children with the different cultures. These parents are concerned that
practising elements of Islam at pre-school contradicted what they gave their children at home.
We found that some parents were worried about the Islamisation of the PERPADUAN Pre-school.
Some of the non-Malay parents are “scared and afraid” of the Muslim “dua” and the hand kissing.
The teacher has discussed with the parents’ committee members about the aims of “dua” and
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hand kissing, which are not to create Islamisation or a dominant culture. However, some of the
reactions and reflections on the routines suggest that it creates prejudice and has developed fear
among parents, especially the non-Malays. The school is attempting not to Islamise the culture,
so not only is the teacher saying there is no Islamisation but there are practices which indicate it
is not Islamisation nevertheless, the parents are still concerned.

Discussion

The results from the interviews, that practices apparently focused on particular ethnic groups
may encourage prejudice and discourage integration. Too much attention paid to a particular
group will inspire prejudice and fear among others when their own group continues to receive
minimum attention. On most occasions, especially during the pre-school assembly and at the
beginning of classroom teaching and learning, the teacher and children will first recite “dua” or
blessing in Malay and a few Arabic words. Reciting “dua” is an act highly encouraged in Islam,
regardless of time and place, but in PERPADUAN Pre-school this ritual is ‘over emphasised’ and
regarded as ‘compulsory’, so that everybody must follow it regardless of their religion, even
though the “dua” is recited in Malay. Some might think that this is an act of the Islamisation of
pre-school and this might worry them. For this reason it is understandable that those parents
have concerns over the Islamic practices, in this case the “dua”.

These practices in the PERPADUAN Pre-school concern the non-Malay parents and so this
suggests the need to hold more discussion between parents and teacher to explain the policies
and practices and overcome these fears. What this research has importantly done is give a voice
to the non-Malay parents and allows them to express those fears which can hopefully inform
future policy. We have signalled to the pre-school that this could be an issue because the
practices are not understood by the parents in the way that the school intends, so the school and
government need to find ways of explaining the policy and practices and so reassuring the non-
Malay parents that this is not an attempt at Islamisation. Therefore, the pre-school ethos works
in line with the behaviour accepted by the parents and community, and this is consistent with
findings from Corsaro and Molinari (2000) on the types of priming events in the pre-school in
which children participate and attend prospectively to on-going or anticipated in activities have
changed their lives. They identify different types of priming events in pre-school and show how
collective activities in these events affect the children's representations (p.16). We found that
different types of priming events involving children’s collective and practical activities with others
in the pre-school setting such as seating formation, school routines and rituals, are crucial in
priming children’s behaviour.

This study is consistent with studies by Majzub (2006) who examined the way the pre-school
space is constructed and used with reference to pedagogical materials. Materials are described
as an element of the spatiality of pre-school, their meaning constructed from the interaction
between physical and social forces, and which cultivated the children’s aesthetic sense and self-
confidence. Materials in the pre-school space encourage the children’s interactions. It depends
on what way the pre-school materials and environment reflect children’s backgrounds. This
includes the design of the building, its location in the community, the people, materials, and
furnishings within it.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, based on the findings, the practices of routine activities in pre-school setting is
accepted the most importance part to develop children self-entity and norms. The impact of this
research to theory gives a new input for teachers that the benefit of practices of routines
activities to integrate values and norms of community in general, and value and niche of pre-
school. However, based on summary from the results and discussion, that practices apparently
focused on particular ethnic groups may encourage prejudice and discourage integration. Too
much attention paid to a particular group will inspire prejudice and fear among others when their
own group continues to receive minimum attention.
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