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ABSTRACT: Chinese Independent High Schools
(CIHS) in Malaysia represent one of the most
sustained Chinese-medium education systems
outside Greater China, yet less is known about how
teachers manage everyday instructional challenges
within this system. This qualitative
phenomenological study examines the challenges
encountered by Chinese-medium teachers in CIHS
classrooms and the strategies they use to address
them. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 24 teachers from four CIHS in
Kuala Lumpur and analysed thematically. The
findings identify four major areas of difficulty:
uneven Chinese proficiency and weak reading
ability, subject-specific learning difficulties, student
motivation and classroom participation problems,
and resource, assessment, and administrative
constraints. Teachers responded through adaptive
pedagogical  mediation, including language
scaffolding, bilingual keyword support,
visualisation, peer explanation, group teaching,
experiential learning, cross-subject collaboration,
and negotiation with institutional demands.
Interpreted through Critical Pedagogy, these
strategies show that teachers are not merely
transmitters of curriculum but pedagogical agents
who create access, participation, and meaning in
multilingual Chinese-medium classrooms. The
article argues that sustaining Chinese education in
Malaysia depends not only on institutional
commitment and community support, but also on
teachers' everyday instructional agency and the
structural conditions that allow such agency to
flourish.
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Chinese Independent High Schools; Malaysia;
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I. INTRODUCTION

Chinese education in Malaysia occupies a
distinctive position in the global landscape of
Chinese-medium schooling. Malaysia remains one
of the few countries outside Greater China where
Chinese is sustained not only as a heritage language
or community language, but also as a medium of
instruction across a relatively complete school
pathway. Within this context, Chinese Independent
High Schools (CIHS) have historically functioned as
community-supported institutions that maintain
Chinese language, culture, identity, and educational
choice in a multilingual national environment.
Chinese in these schools is not simply a subject. It is
the language through which students learn academic
knowledge, participate in school life, encounter
cultural memory, and imagine future educational
and professional pathways.

Much of the existing discussion of
Malaysian Chinese education has focused on policy,
institutional recognition, the Unified Examination
Certificate (UEC), historical development, and
public debates surrounding vernacular education.
These issues remain important because they shape
the legitimacy and future development of CIHS.
However, a policy-centred view can obscure the
daily pedagogical work through which Chinese
education is enacted. The sustainability of Chinese-
medium education depends not only on whether
Chinese 1is institutionally present, but also on
whether teachers can make Chinese-medium
learning meaningful and accessible to students
whose linguistic backgrounds, motivations, and
learning needs are increasingly diverse.

Chinese-medium teachers work in a
complex multilingual ecology. Students may speak
Chinese, English, Malay, dialects, or several
languages across home, school, peer, and digital
environments. Some students enter class with strong
Chinese reading and expression abilities; others
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struggle with academic vocabulary, longer texts, or
the confidence to express ideas in Chinese. At the
same time, teachers must teach disciplinary content,
prepare  students for  assessment, maintain
motivation, manage classroom participation, and
respond to institutional expectations. These layered
demands make Chinese-medium teaching more than
the delivery of content in Chinese. It is an adaptive
process of mediating between language and subject
knowledge, student diversity and curriculum
expectations, cultural continuity and future-oriented
learning.

This article addresses the following
research question: What challenges do Chinese-
medium teachers encounter in their instructional
practices, and what strategies do they use to address
these challenges? The purpose is to develop a
focused account of Chinese-medium teaching as
everyday pedagogical agency. Instead of treating
teacher strategies as classroom techniques, the
article interprets them as practices through which
teachers create access, participation, and meaning in
a multilingual Chinese-medium setting. In doing so,
the study contributes to research on Malaysian
Chinese education, multilingual education, and
teacher agency by foregrounding the classroom-
level conditions that sustain or constrain Chinese
education in practice.

The article advances the concept of
adaptive pedagogical mediation to explain this
work. Chinese-medium teachers do not simply
transmit Chinese-medium curriculum. They mediate
between students' language readiness, subject
concepts, motivation, classroom cooperation,
institutional time, and available resources. By
concentrating on instructional challenges and
strategies, the article brings the analysis closer to the
point where language maintenance and educational
quality meet. It asks not only why Chinese
education matters, but how teachers keep Chinese-
medium learning workable under changing
linguistic, pedagogical, and institutional conditions.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Research on Malaysian Chinese education
has shown that CIHS are closely connected with
language  maintenance,  cultural  continuity,
community identity, and educational aspiration. Ang
(2017) describes Chinese education in Malaysia as a
historically sustained system shaped by community
mobilisation, language politics, and the effort to
maintain Chinese cultural identity. Wan et al. (2020)
argue that Chinese community-based educational
institutions in Malaysia are strongly associated with
cultural roots and institutional identity. Ong et al.

(2020) further show that Chinese education in
Malaysia is frequently discussed through contested
media and political frames, especially in relation to
national integration and vernacular schooling. Pillai
et al. (2021) similarly show that multilingualism in
Malaysian education is ideologically contested in
public discourse. Such research helps explain why
Chinese education remains a socially significant
issue in Malaysia, but it does not fully capture how
teachers experience and negotiate Chinese-medium
instruction in daily classroom life.

International literature on mother-tongue
and multilingual education also provides an
important background for this study. UNESCO
(2023) emphasises that education in a familiar or
mother tongue can support comprehension,
inclusion, participation, and cultural diversity.
Nakamura et al. (2023), in a systematic review of
language of instruction in schools, also show that
language policy affects learning outcomes through
implementation conditions, teacher preparation,
materials, and classroom practice. These arguments
are relevant to CIHS because language of instruction
directly shapes students' access to knowledge.
However, the Malaysian CIHS case differs from
many early-grade mother-tongue education contexts
because Chinese is used not only as transitional
support but as a sustained medium of secondary
education. This makes classroom instruction
particularly important: Chinese must function as a
language of explanation, abstraction, academic
reasoning, peer interaction, and assessment.

Heritage language research is also useful for
understanding the value of Chinese in Malaysia.
Bayram et al. (2021) caution against deficit views of
heritage language bilingualism and argue that
heritage languages carry cognitive, emotional,
social, and identity-related value. Recent studies
also show that heritage language maintenance is
shaped by family practices, community institutions,
digital media, and collective responsibility beyond
the home (Hollebeke et al., 2023; Inan & Harris,
2025; Phan & Hamid, 2024). For Chinese-medium
teachers in CIHS, Chinese is similarly viewed as a
resource rather than a burden. Yet the classroom
reality is complicated. If students' Chinese
proficiency is uneven, the very language that
sustains identity and cultural continuity can also
become a barrier to subject learning for some
students. This tension requires teachers to develop
strategies that protect both linguistic access and
academic depth.

Studies of teachers in CIHS have begun to
show the importance of professional learning and
school-based support. Chua et al. (2020) examined
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professional learning community practices in a
CIHS school and found that such communities
supported teacher collaboration, shared
responsibility, and professional learning, but were
also limited by time constraints, uneven
participation, and school-level implementation
challenges. Wang and An (2023) similarly found
that professional learning communities can support
teachers' professional development, teaching
methodology,  student  understanding,  and
occupational belonging in these schools. Wong and
Yong (2025) further reported that school-based
teacher training was useful when it was practical,
continuous, and connected to teachers' actual
classroom needs, although teachers still required
stronger institutional support and more systematic
professional development. Broader teacher research
shows that teacher agency, identity, emotion, and
wellbeing are shaped by institutional contexts and
professional relationships (Bowen et al., 2021;
Chaaban et al., 2021; Dreer, 2023; Jones & Kessler,
2020; Pau et al., 2022). These studies suggest that
teachers' work is embedded in institutional and
professional communities, not isolated classrooms.
Nevertheless, more focused attention is needed on
how teachers identify instructional barriers and
adapt their teaching in real time.

This article uses Critical Pedagogy as its
main interpretive lens. Freire (1970) criticised the
banking model of education, in which learners are
treated as passive receivers of knowledge, and
instead emphasised dialogue, reflection, and
problem-posing education. Freire (1998) also
positioned teachers as cultural workers whose
practice requires ethical responsibility, reflection,
and hope. Giroux (1988, 2011) further
conceptualised teachers as intellectuals who
interpret curriculum, respond to social conditions,
and create possibilities for more democratic
learning. Crookes (2021) similarly argues that
critical language pedagogy must connect language
teaching with wvalues, participation, and social
meaning. In the CIHS context, Critical Pedagogy
helps interpret teacher strategies as more than
technical adjustments and therefore, provides a
useful framework for analysing how teachers enact
agency within linguistic, institutional, and
pedagogical constraints.

The teachers’ concerns were often practical:
how to explain a term, how to help students read a
question, how to make a project academically
meaningful, how to keep students interested, or how
to protect preparation time. Yet these practical
concerns are not theoretically trivial. They
determine whether students can gain access to

knowledge and whether teachers have the
professional space to create dialogic learning. This
article therefore treats classroom practice as a site
where wider questions of language, equity, agency,
and educational sustainability become visible.

1. METHODOLOGY

This article draws on data from a qualitative
phenomenological study of Chinese-medium
teachers at Chinese Independent High Schools in
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. The study adopted a
phenomenological approach because it sought to
understand teachers' lived experiences and the
meanings they attached to Chinese-medium
teaching. The article focuses specifically on
teachers' instructional challenges and coping
strategies.

Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 24 Chinese-medium teachers from
four CIHS in Kuala Lumpur. The participants taught
across different subject areas, including Chinese
language, humanities, science, mathematics, and
other school subjects. This cross-subject profile was
important because Chinese-medium instruction does
not operate in a single way across the curriculum.
Mathematics and science teachers may struggle with
abstract terminology and conceptual explanation,
while humanities and language teachers may
confront reading difficulties, subject devaluation, or
resistance to classical and literary texts.

The interviews focused on key challenges in
Chinese-medium classrooms, language proficiency
differences among students, curriculum
implementation, student engagement strategies, and
the management of administrative expectations.
Participation was voluntary. Participants were
informed that their responses would be treated
confidentially, that identifying information would
not be used in reporting, and that they could
withdraw from the interview if they felt
uncomfortable. In this article, participants are
identified only through codes such as TO1, T16, and
T22.

The interview data were analysed
thematically. The analysis was informed by
qualitative research guidance on thematic analysis
and phenomenological interpretation, particularly
the need for systematic coding, reflexive
interpretation, and attention to participants'
meaning-making (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Creswell
& Poth, 2018; Smith et al., 2021). The analysis first
identified codes related to classroom challenges and
coping strategies. These codes were then clustered
into sub-themes, compared across participants and
subject areas, and interpreted in relation to Critical
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Pedagogy and Chinese-medium education. For the
purpose of this journal article, the original sub-
themes are reorganised into four broader findings:
language-related access challenges, subject-specific
learning challenges, motivation and participation
challenges, and teachers' adaptive strategies under
institutional constraints.

IV.  FINDINGS

The findings show two connected
dimensions of Chinese-medium teaching in CIHS:
the instructional challenges teachers encountered
and the coping strategies they used to address them.
The main challenges were uneven Chinese
proficiency, weak reading ability, language-related
content comprehension difficulties, subject-specific
learning barriers, low motivation, student passivity,
non-cooperation, limited resources, assessment
demands, and administrative pressure. Teachers
responded through adaptive pedagogical mediation,
including language scaffolding, bilingual keyword
support, visual aids, after-class support, peer
explanation, group teaching, experiential learning,
cross-subject collaboration, and negotiation with
institutional demands.

4.1 Uneven Chinese proficiency as a
condition of unequal access

The most immediate challenge identified by
teachers was the uneven Chinese proficiency of
students. Teachers reported differences in students'
ability to read, understand, speak, and write in
Chinese. As TO1 stated, “some students have weak
Chinese  foundations and even find daily
communication difficult, which creates major
teaching difficulties”. As TO02 stated, “students come
from different family backgrounds, and their
Chinese levels are not the same, so the teacher must
slow down and adjust”. These comments show that
Chinese-medium teachers cannot assume a shared
linguistic starting point, even within schools where
Chinese is the medium of instruction.

Reading ability emerged as especially
important because it shaped learning across subjects.
As T16 stated, “some students have weak Chinese
reading ability, so they understand questions slowly,
which affects problem solving”. As T22 stated,
“students’ Chinese reading and expression abilities
directly affect how deeply they can absorb and think
about historical knowledge”. Reading, therefore,
was not merely a language-subject issue. It affected
mathematics word problems, historical
interpretation,  science  explanation,  written
assignments, and students' ability to respond to
classroom questions.

Teachers also observed that language and
content difficulties were often intertwined. A
student who struggled in mathematics or science
might not lack conceptual ability alone; the barrier
could be the language through which the concept
was presented. As T16 stated, “mathematics itself is
abstract; if language also becomes a barrier,
learning becomes even harder”. As T23 also stated,
“some scientific concepts need careful explanation;
if students do not understand the terms, they cannot
follow the logic behind the concept”. These
comments reveal a central feature of Chinese-
medium instruction: teachers often teach both the
subject and the language of the subject
simultaneously.

The multilingual family environment further
complicated the issue. As TO02 stated, “some
students use English more often at home, so their
Chinese expression is not very smooth in class”. As
TO1 stated, “the family language environment
affects students' Chinese learning. Some students
can listen, but they are not used to expressing ideas
in Chinese”. These comments show that CIHS
students live in a multilingual urban environment
where English-dominant homes, digital media, and
multilingual peer interactions may provide valuable
resources, but can also create uneven readiness for
Chinese academic learning.

Teachers' responses to these language-
related challenges included simple language,
repeated explanation, layered questioning, familiar
examples, bilingual keywords, visual aids, and after-
class support. As TO02 stated, “I use simple, life-
related language in teaching and arrange after-
class support for students who cannot keep up”. T24
emphasized that “Teachers need to give extra time
to weaker students so that they do not fall further
behind.” These strategies were not attempts to
reduce academic expectations. Rather, they created
routes into learning for students who might
otherwise remain silent or passive.

The use of bilingual keywords and flexible
language support also resonates with
translanguaging literature, which argues that
multilingual resources can support access, meaning-
making, and participation when used pedagogically
rather than randomly (Fang et al.,, 2022; Wang,
2023). From a critical pedagogical perspective, such
scaffolding is significant because it treats language
access as a condition of participation. Students
cannot become active subjects of learning if the
language of instruction prevents them from asking,
answering, interpreting, or expressing ideas.

This distinction is important for Chinese-
medium education. If support for weaker Chinese
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proficiency is misunderstood as lowering standards,
teachers may feel pressured to move ahead with the
curriculum even when some students cannot access
the language of learning. The participants' accounts
suggest a different interpretation. Scaffolding is a
way of preserving academic standards by building
pathways toward them. Bilingual keywords, visual
aids, and repeated explanation do not replace
Chinese-medium learning; they help students
connect Chinese terminology with meaning,
confidence, and disciplinary understanding. In this
sense, scaffolding protects both language learning
and subject learning.

4.2 Subject-specific learning difficulties and the
struggle for relevance

A second set of challenges concerned
subject-specific  learning. Teachers  across
disciplines described difficulties that wvaried
according to the nature of the subject. Science and
mathematics teachers focused on abstract concepts
and technical terminology. As T23 stated, “the
biggest challenge at the beginning was how to
explain complex scientific concepts clearly”. For
these subjects, memorisation of terms without
practical use would not bring the desired outcome.
Instead, “students need examples and step-by-step
explanation” (T23). These comments show that
STEM teachers had to move between Chinese
explanations, examples, diagrams, procedures, and
student misconceptions.

Humanities and language teachers faced a
different challenge: students sometimes questioned
the usefulness of the subject. History, literature, and
classical Chinese were sometimes viewed as boring,
difficult, or disconnected from future employment.
This could be seen from the excerpt of T22 who
stated, “students often think history is only about
memorvising dates and events, and has nothing to do
with real life”. T19 also expressed her experience
with students where “classical Chinese is often
regarded as difficult and useless, so students are not
very willing to engage with it”. In these cases, the
instructional challenge was not only cognitive but
also motivational and ideological. Teachers had to
teach content while also helping students recognise
why the content mattered.

This finding is important because it shows
that Chinese-medium instruction is not a single
pedagogical category. The challenge of teaching
Chinese-medium mathematics differs from the
challenge of teaching Chinese-medium history or
literature. STEM teachers must make abstraction
visible and terminology comprehensible.
Humanities teachers must rebuild the perceived

relevance of texts, memory, culture, and social
understanding. Across these subjects, teachers had
to connect knowledge with meaning.

Teachers responded with subject-sensitive
strategies. Science teachers used experiments and
demonstrations to make concepts observable.
Language and humanities teachers used stories, life
examples, role play, reading-discussion-writing
sequences, and projects to help students enter texts
and ideas. Some like T06 shared that, “role play
helps students enter the situation of the text and
understand the characters better”. T19, on the other
hand used a different strategy, “I guide students
through reading, discussion and writing so that they
can move from understanding to expression”. These
strategies aimed to make learning active rather than
passive and meaningful rather than merely
examinable.

4.3 Motivation, passivity, and classroom
participation

A third challenge involved student
motivation and classroom cooperation. Teachers
described low interest, passivity, non-cooperation,
discipline problems, and the devaluation of certain
subjects. Such problems were emotionally difficult
because they disrupted the relationship between
teacher intention and student response. As T04
stated, “the first challenge is how to make students
willing to listen and participate”. This comment
shows that teachers could prepare lessons and
design activities, but student refusal or silence could
make teaching feel one-sided.

Some teachers connected low motivation
with students' inability to see the value of a subject.
Students might think history was boring, science
unnecessary, or classical Chinese irrelevant. This
issue is highlighted by T19 who stated, “some
students feel that humanities subjects are not useful
for the future, so their attitude is more passive”.
Additionally, T22 felt that “when students devalue
the subject, teachers feel prolonged
discouragement”. These comments suggest that
motivation is not merely a matter of classroom
behaviour. It is connected to how students imagine
knowledge, usefulness, identity, and future
pathways.

Teachers also described discipline and non-
cooperation as barriers to instruction. Experiences
like that of TO4 who shared, “I/ once met a very
rebellious student with low learning interest, and no
matter how I guided and encouraged him, there was
no obvious change” are quite common. T03 shared
his feeling of frustration stating that “when students
are rebellious or unwilling to cooperate, the teacher
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can feel very helpless”. Teachers also noted that
some students were used to waiting for answers and
were less willing to think actively. From a critical
pedagogical perspective, these experiences reveal
the fragility of dialogue.

Teachers responded by trying to rebuild
participation. Games and competitions were used to
draw students into lessons. Group work, peer
explanation, student leaders, and collaborative tasks
created additional points of access. TO3 “used group
game competitions to increase students' motivation
and classroom participation”. This is because, as
opined by T04, “games can attract students first,
and then the teacher can guide them back to the
learning point”. These strategies show that teachers
were not satisfied with surface-level completion.
They were trying to restore the relationship between
students, subject matter, and classroom meaning.

Peer and collaborative support also
mattered. When students explained ideas to
classmates, knowledge did not move only from
teacher to student. The classroom became a network
of explanations and shared responsibility. TO03
highlighted that “peer explanation is often easier for
students to understand because their language is
closer”. In addition, T06 felt that “when students
explain to one another, they sometimes become
more willing to ask questions”. However, teachers
recognised that group work requires careful
guidance. If stronger students dominate or weaker
students remain silent, collaboration may reproduce
inequality rather than reduce it.

4.4 Resource, assessment, and administrative
constraints

The fourth area of difficulty concerned
resources, assessment, time, and administrative
demands. Teachers reported limited teaching
materials, heavy marking, overloaded assessment,
superficial projects, and pressure from school
activities or administrative records. As T22 stated,
“if there are too many school tasks, teachers have
less time to prepare teaching carefully”. In
particular, TI10 highlighted that “composition
marking and reading guidance require a lot of
time”. These constraints affected instructional
quality because teachers needed time to design
meaningful lessons, adapt materials, give feedback,
and support students with different learning needs.

Administrative workload was especially
significant because it competed with the reflective
work of teaching. TO1 felt that “time is limited, but
we need to prepare lessons, activities, assessment
and administrative work at the same time”. No
matter the issue, T16 felt that “teaching remains the

priority, but administrative records do create
pressure”. This is echoed by T22 who stated that
“administration should support teaching and reduce
unnecessary burden so that teachers can devote
more energy to students”. These comments indicate
that teachers did not reject organisational
responsibilities or innovation altogether. Rather,
they evaluated institutional work according to
whether it supported or interfered with meaningful
learning.

Teachers responded to institutional
demands through time management, workload
planning, communication with administration, and
the effort to protect teaching priorities. As TI15
stated, “I have to arrange time carefully, otherwise
teaching and administrative tasks will affect each
other”. As T22 stated, “administrative work should
serve teaching and reduce unnecessary burden on
teachers”. These strategies reveal that instructional
practice extends beyond classroom techniques. A
teacher's ability to prepare, respond, assess, and
guide students depends on how institutional time is
organised.

The evidence therefore shows that teachers'
coping strategies operate at multiple levels. Some
strategies are linguistic, such as simplifying
explanations or using bilingual keywords. Some are
pedagogical, such as visual aids, experiments, role
play, group work, and reading-discussion-writing.
Some are relational, such as peer support and
teacher-student  encouragement.  Others  are
institutional, such as communication with
administrators and workload planning. For T19, he
guided “students through reading, discussion and
writing so that they can move from understanding to
expression”, whereas T23 used experiments to
“allow students to see the concept directly, so they
are more willing to understand it”. Taken together,
these  strategies show  teachers exercising
professional judgement under constraint.

A further pattern across the findings is that
teachers' strategies often combined more than one
purpose. A role play could support language
expression, text comprehension, confidence, and
emotional engagement at the same time as shared by
T06 where, “role play helps students enter the
situation of the text and understand the characters
better”. A science experiment could make an
abstract concept visible while also motivating
students who might otherwise disengage from
explanation alone. As T23 stated, “students
remember better when they can observe and try
things themselves”. These overlapping purposes
show that coping strategies in Chinese-medium
classrooms are integrated responses to layered
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classroom conditions, and they align with research
that views teachers' professional agency as
ecologically shaped by students, institutions,
emotions, and available resources (Bowen et al.,
2021; Chaaban et al., 2021; Sang, 2023).

V.  DISCUSSION

The findings suggest that Chinese-medium
teachers in Kuala Lumpur CIHS engage in adaptive
pedagogical mediation. Their work is not limited to
preserving Chinese as a school language or
delivering subject content through Chinese. Rather,
they continuously mediate between students'
linguistic readiness, subject demands, classroom
participation, and institutional conditions. This
mediation is central to the sustainability of Chinese
education because a language-medium system
cannot be sustained through formal existence alone.
It must remain teachable, learnable, and meaningful
inside classrooms.

Critical Pedagogy helps clarify the
significance of these findings. Freire's (1970)
critique of passive education is relevant because the
challenges identified by teachers often involved
blocked participation: students could not understand
academic Chinese, could not see the relevance of a
subject, could not express ideas confidently, or
remained passive in class. Teachers' strategies can
therefore be interpreted as attempts to restore
dialogue. Scaffolding, peer explanation, role play,
experiments, and discussion are not merely
techniques for making lessons interesting. They are
ways of creating conditions under which students
can speak, think, interpret, and participate.

Giroux's (1988) view of teachers as
intellectuals is also useful. The teachers in this study
were not mechanical implementers of curriculum.
They diagnosed the sources of student difficulty,
distinguished between language barriers and
conceptual barriers, adapted explanations, created
experiential entry points, negotiated institutional
demands, and reflected on how learning could
become meaningful. This interpretive work
positions teachers as pedagogical agents. Their
professional knowledge is situated in the classroom,
but it has broader significance for the future of
Chinese education.

The study also extends discussions of
language maintenance. While Language
Maintenance Theory (Fishman, 1991, 2001)
highlights the importance of school domains for
sustaining a community language, the findings show
that a school domain depends on everyday
pedagogy. Chinese can remain the official medium
of instruction in CIHS, but if students cannot access

academic Chinese or do not experience Chinese-
medium learning as meaningful, the domain
becomes fragile. Teachers' strategies therefore
support language maintenance by keeping Chinese
usable as a language of explanation, inquiry,
collaboration, and expression.

At the same time, the findings caution
against romanticising teacher agency. Teachers
showed creativity, commitment, and resilience, but
their strategies required time, emotional energy,
resources, and institutional support. Experiments,
projects, role play, scaffolding, peer learning, and
cross-subject collaboration are labour-intensive. If
teachers are  overloaded by  assessment,
administrative work, and limited resources, their
ability to sustain innovative and humanising
pedagogy is weakened. Teacher agency therefore
should not be used as an excuse for institutional
neglect. It should be supported through better
resource sharing, practical professional
development, reasonable workload planning, and
school cultures that listen to teachers' classroom
knowledge.

This point also refines how Chinese
education in Malaysia may be understood. Public
discussion often asks whether Chinese education
should be recognised, protected, or positioned
within the national education landscape. The present
findings suggest that another question is equally
important: under what classroom and institutional
conditions can Chinese-medium education remain
pedagogically strong? Recognition and cultural
commitment provide legitimacy, but pedagogy gives
the system daily life. When teachers are able to
support linguistic access, maintain disciplinary
depth, and create participatory classrooms, Chinese
education becomes more than a preserved
institution. It becomes a living educational practice.

The article therefore contributes a
classroom-based perspective to Malaysian Chinese
education research. It shows that the sustainability
of Chinese education cannot be reduced to language
loyalty or policy status. It is also shaped by students'
reading habits, family language environments,
classroom motivation, subject-specific difficulty,
teacher collaboration, resource availability, and
workload systems. These factors may appear
ordinary, but they determine whether Chinese can
function as a language of learning rather than only a
symbol of identity. This finding is especially
relevant as CIHS students grow up in increasingly
multilingual, digital, and future-oriented
environments.
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VI. IMPLICATIONS

The findings carry several practical
implications. First, CIHS should treat Chinese
proficiency as a cross-curricular learning condition
rather than a concern belonging only to Chinese
language teachers. Subject teachers need support in
teaching disciplinary vocabulary, academic reading,
and conceptual explanation through Chinese. Shared
strategies for bilingual keyword wuse, reading
support, visualisation, and staged questioning could
help students with weaker Chinese foundations enter
subject learning more confidently.

Second, teacher development should be
practical and subject-sensitive. Mathematics,
science, humanities, and language teachers face
different instructional problems. Professional
development should therefore include subject-based
workshops, peer observation, collaborative lesson
design, and sharing of classroom materials. Cross-
subject collaboration should be protected by
timetable and workload arrangements rather than
treated as an extra voluntary task.

Third, schools should strengthen resource-
sharing systems. Teachers need access to localised
examples, Chinese-medium subject materials,
digital resources, assessment banks, and models of
project-based learning that preserve academic depth.
Such resources would reduce repeated individual
preparation and allow teachers to focus more on
adaptation and student feedback.

Fourth, administrative planning should be
understood as a pedagogical issue. Workload,
activity schedules, marking demands, and reporting
requirements affect the quality of instruction. School
leaders should create channels for teachers to
communicate classroom difficulties and should
evaluate administrative tasks according to whether
they support teaching and learning. Protecting
teachers' preparation and reflection time is not only
a welfare matter; it is a condition for educational
quality.

VII. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH

This study has several limitations. First, it
focuses on Chinese-medium teachers in Chinese
Independent High Schools in Kuala Lumpur. Kuala
Lumpur is an important urban context for Malaysian
Chinese education, but teachers in other states,
smaller towns, or rural areas may experience
different student backgrounds, resource conditions,
community expectations, and institutional pressures.
Future research could compare CIHS across

different Malaysian regions to examine how
location shapes Chinese-medium teaching.

Second, the study is based on teachers'
interview accounts. Interviews are appropriate for
understanding teachers' perceptions and lived
experiences, but they do not directly show how
strategies unfold in classrooms. Future studies could
include classroom observation, lesson artefacts,
student work, or video-based analysis to examine
how scaffolding, bilingual keyword use, peer
explanation, and experiential learning are enacted in
practice.

Third, this article focuses on teacher
perspectives. Students' own experiences of Chinese-
medium instruction remain equally important.
Future research could investigate how students with
different Chinese proficiency levels experience
access, participation, confidence, and identity in
CIHS classrooms. Such work would complement
the teacher perspective and provide a fuller
understanding of Chinese-medium learning in
multilingual Malaysia.

VIII. CONCLUSION

This article examined the instructional
challenges and coping strategies of Chinese-medium
teachers at Chinese Independent High Schools in
Kuala Lumpur. The findings show that teachers face
layered challenges related to uneven Chinese
proficiency, subject-specific learning difficulty,
student motivation, classroom  participation,
resources, assessment, and administrative demands.
Their responses include scaffolding, bilingual
keyword support, visual aids, peer explanation,
group teaching, experiential learning, cross-subject
collaboration, and institutional negotiation.

The central argument is that Chinese-
medium education in Malaysian CIHS is sustained
not only through institutional commitment to
Chinese education, but also through teachers'
everyday instructional agency. Teachers create
access for students whose Chinese proficiency is
uneven, make abstract or devalued subjects
meaningful, rebuild participation when motivation is
low, and protect teaching quality under institutional
pressure. Through these practices, they sustain
Chinese not merely as a symbolic language of
identity, but as a living medium of academic
learning and classroom dialogue.

For Malaysian Chinese education to remain
culturally rooted and future-oriented, teacher agency
must be recognised and supported. The
sustainability of Chinese education depends on
teachers, but it should not depend on teacher
endurance alone. It requires institutional conditions
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that provide resources, professional learning, [9]. Dreer, B. (2023). On the outcomes of teacher

reasonable workload, and respect for teachers'
situated knowledge of the classroom. Only then can
Chinese-medium classrooms continue to function as

wellbeing: A systematic review of research.
Frontiers in Psychology, 14, Article 1205179.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1205179

spaces of language maintenance, subject learning, [10]. Fang, F., Zhang, L. J., & Sah, P. K. (2022).
and meaningful participation for new generations of Translanguaging in language teaching and
students. learning: Current practices and future
directions. RELC Journal, 53(2), 305-312.
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