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Abstract

The role of reading in language teaching should be emphasized because it is an important factor to get success in the target language. The challenge of providing quality reading material that suits the learners’ need in the three Southern Border Provinces in Southern Thailand is becoming more complicated when taking into account the cultural perspectives. To attract the students to be actively engaged in reading skill, teachers are encouraged to produce Islamic –based  reading material that can improve the students’ reading comprehension of texts regarding their needs. 


Thus, there is a need for English reading materials for schools in the three southern border provinces to be delicately adjusted to meet both reading skill and spiritual needs of the students. To achieve those goals, this paper attempts to discuss the role of the Islamic – based English materials with the integration of Islamic beliefs and cultures to best serve the need of Islamic – private secondary schools’ students in the three southern border provinces of Southern Thailand.
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Introduction

The Thai Education system consists of 12 year free basic education: 6 years of Prathom (primary education, P1 to P6) and 6 years of Mattayom (secondary education, M1 to M6). Enrolment in the basic education system begins at the age of 6. The current Thai Education system stems from the reforms set by the 1999 National Education Act which implemented new organizational structures, promoted the decentralization of administration and called for innovative learner-centered teaching practices. The Thai education system provides 9 years of compulsory education, with 12 years of free basic education guaranteed by the Constitution.(Bureau of International Cooperation.  2008: 2) 

In the recent time, Instructional curriculum of foreign language is based on National Education Act of B.E.2542 section 22 as it stipulated that Education shall be based on the principle that all learners are capable of learning and self-development, and are regarded as being most important. The teaching-learning process shall aim at enabling the learners to develop themselves at their own pace and to the best of their potentiality. Moreover, section 23 as it stipulated that “Education through formal, non-formal, and informal approaches shall give emphases to knowledge, morality, learning process, and integration of the following, depending on the appropriateness of each level of education”. Therefore, the students should have knowledge about oneself and the relationship between oneself and society, namely: family, community, nation, and world community (Ministry of Education 1999: 14, Cited in Bundit, 2013).


For the past 7 years, education development in Thailand has been implemented at the national level in accordance with the National Education Act (1999), Amendments (2002) and National Education Plan (2002-2016). In view of the current situation and recognizing that each province is unique in terms of available resources, capacity and educational institutions, the formulation of provincial education development plans will ensure that national policy is better integrated and adjusted to local conditions.  And likewise the southern provinces of Thailand – especially the three border provinces, namely Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat, have a total population of 1.8 million, 80% of which are Muslim.  The provinces thus become unique in culture and values.  But since 2004, political conflicts have worsened the situation in these provinces, resulting in a recorded number of violence in the area.  The situation has greatly affected educational quality in these areas.  (Amornwich Nakornthap, 2008) 
It has been found that a significant percentage of students from the 3 southern border provinces of Thailand have very limited proficiency in English. As they do not understand the content in English textbooks, these students perform badly in national tests, ranking the lowest in O-Net for the national university entrance examination. Results of the National Test (NT) in five subjects for students at grade 12 clearly show that students from the three provinces perform poorly as compared to national average. Similar results are also found in the O-Net Test for grade 12 students in which students from Patani, Yala, and Narathiwat also score significantly lower than national average as shown in the table 1  below.

Table 1: Grade 12 continually 5 years lowest O – NET Score (2005 – 2009)
	Provinces
	                                     Educational Year

	
	       2005
	        2006
	        2007
	        2008
	       2009

	
	Score

(500 )
	Percentage
	Score (500 )
	Percentage
	Score

(800 )
	Percentage
	Score (800)
	Percentage
	Score (800 )
	Percentage

	Kalasin
	155.62
	31.12
	147.12
	29.42
	300.26
	37.53
	290.86
	36.36
	253.76
	31.72

	Narathiwat
	152.78
	30.56
	149.85
	29.97
	282.74
	25.34
	273.99
	34.25
	233.93
	29.24

	Pattani
	153.86
	30.77
	145.82
	29.16
	285.11
	35.64
	274.61
	34.33
	233.36
	29.17

	Mae Hongson
	158.09
	31.62
	153.45
	30.69
	301.00
	37.63
	291.91
	36.49
	256.52
	32.07

	Yala
	153.71
	30.74
	144.94
	28.99
	287.90
	35.99
	279.16
	34.90
	242.44
	30.31

	Nongbualampu
	153.83
	30.77
	150.75
	30.15
	300.54
	37.57
	290.90
	36.36
	252.96
	31.62


Note. O-Net Test = Ordinary National Educational Test. Adapted from the National Test Result by National Institute for Education Testing Services, Academic Year 2005-2009. 
More importantly, students in private religious schools score significantly lower than students from public schools in all five subjects of the O-Net Test.  With 80% of secondary student in the area enrolled in private religious schools which offer both religious and regular education, this has become a major problems as a majority of high school graduates is underprepared for university education, resulting in high rate of failure during the freshmen year. At Songklanakarin University, Patani Campus, for example, almost 40% of first-year students were put on academic probation for having GPA below 2.00 during the academic year 2006 as shown in table 2 below.

Table 2 : Comparison of Student Achievement Scores in Five Subjects in O-Net Test Between Public and Private Schools in Three Southern Border Provinces
	Subject
	      Pattani
	       Yala
	     Narathiwat

	
	
	
	

	
	public
	private
	public
	private
	Public
	Private

	Thai
	40.09
	36.13
	42.90
	36.08
	39.24
	35.28

	Social Study
	33.48
	31.41
	35.12
	31.89
	33.42
	31.87

	English
	27.13
	26.23
	28.35
	26.16
	27.09
	26.32

	Mathematics
	24.66
	22.55
	25.76
	22.95
	24.09
	23.02

	Science
	28.8
	26.96
	30.32
	27.65
	29.22
	27.03

	Average score
	30.83
	28.66
	32.49
	28.95
	30.61
	28.7


Note. O-Net Test = Ordinary National Educational Test. Adapted from the National Test Result by National Institute for Education Testing Service


Quality thus becomes a major issue in education in the southern border provinces of Thailand, especially in Islamic – private school.  This article attempts to discuss the role of Islamic – based English as the challenging and alternatives of teachers in the areas to consider in reading classroom since the contents are relevant to students’ background which could be believed as the efficient tools for teachers to positively change students’ attitude and arouse them for the better English study, especially in reading skill  as Adaskou, Britten, and Fahsi (1990) found that nothing beneficial or motivating in including Western culture. By introducing Western culture there’s a tendency for cultural comparison which in turn will breed discontent among learners with their own culture. Besides, certain patterns of behaviour in English-speaking social contexts are not desirable, being incompatible with local values. Finally, motivation in learning English will improve if the language is presented in contexts relevant to learners’ lives as young adults rather than in the context of an English-speaking country. It could also enhance appreciation of one’s own culture. (Adaskou, Britten, and Fahsi: 1990; Cited in Soraya & Saeed: 2012)

Islamic-Private School  in Southern border provinces

The creation of Islamic private school began in 1961 with government effort to officially register Pondok schools under the Pondok Educational Improvement Program. Later in 1970, the Ministry of Education formulated the Educational Promotion Project to develop a stream of education for these registered Pondok, one that entailed the teaching of academic and vocational courses alongside religious studies (Joseph, 2009). According to Islamic teachings, it has been clearly specified as a rule that every Muslim has a duty to study and distribute religion at the same time. It could be seen that the intention of Islamic religion is to spread Islamic religious teachings from one Muslim to others so that they will have proper knowledge and practice in the same direction. With such strong belief and faith in the religion, it can probably answer the question of people in general about why Muslim people in Southern border provinces prefer to take religious education rather than general or vocational education.


The pattern of Islamic studies has been developed from the studies in Pondoks since 1961. There had been the encouragement to register Pondoks, renovate the areas and buildings and systemize the methods of teaching by launching the curriculum of Islamic studies. With a lot of support in many different ways including funding and encouragement, in 1971, most of the registered Pondoks transformed into private schools. Only some Pondoks remained unchanged. The government aimed to make private Islamic schools offer both religious and general education according to the curriculum of Ministry of Education. This way, the students would have an opportunity to choose to study in the higher level either in general, vocational and religious education and utilize their knowledge after graduation to work in the community happily. 


There are currently 327 Islamic private schools in southern Thailand (include Satun) that are supervised by the Educational Region Two Office (Yala) in conjunction with the Islamic Private School Association. On the 298 from the three southern province of Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat, 125 schools enjoy 100 percent of their budget covered by government funding. There were 6,820 preschool students, 5,606 elementary students, 52,494 junior high school students and 32,186 high school students. These schools had the right to get funding from the government which was calculated from the number of students in the schools. (The Bureau of Educational Development for Special Administration Zone in the South, 2011; Cited in Liow.2009:57-59)  

The role of textbook in EFL Classroom

  
It has been widely accepted that textbooks play an essential role in language classrooms (Richards, 2001). However, there has been amount of debate on the actual role of textbooks in EFL settings due to the potential and limitations of using them. Hutchinson and Torres (1994) believe that the prominence of textbooks appear so expansive that it is almost a universal element in ELT classrooms. They further claim that any teaching and learning situation will not be complete unless it has its relevant textbooks. Ur (1998) points out thattextbooks provide explicit framework which clues teachers and learners in what they have done and what will be done. Moreover, she reports that textbooks are the cheapest tool compared to other materials such as learning kits, photocopied worksheets or computer software. O’Neil (1982), Sheldon (1988) and Ur (1998) cited in Ladaporn and Anchalee (2013) agreed that textbooks are efficient teaching materials which save both time and money. They clarify that textbooks can reduce time  in  material  preparations  so  teachers  can  devote  more  time  to  teaching  instead  of spending time with creating in-house materials. In addition, textbooks are effective sources for teachers and learners because they are the products of experienced researchers and developers (Harmer, 2001; Cited in Ladaporn and Anchalee, 2013 ). 

Tomlinson (2003) drew the conclusions that ELT materials in Asia should be less reliant on imported materials and ideals from the central English speaking countries. Instead, materials for the local multilingual and multicultural societies needed to be developed from within the region itself. Producing materials on a local rather than a global level may connect them meaningfully with the context and with the learners’ own life. Teachers should design or adapt their own teaching materials to take into account of their learning environment in order to overcome the lack of fit of the coursebook (Howard & Major, 2005). Hence, materials should be developed to suit the needs of the students and their background knowledge and culture, and an adequate level of proficiency amongst the students in three southern boarder provinces of Thailand. The prime reason being the development of materials, which has not received enough attention yet and should therefore be attended to urgently. (Sophia & Arpasra, 2013). 

Problems about using English textbooks

Ladaporn and Anchalee (2013) studied the teachers’ Perceptions toward using English textbooks  of 10th Grade English Teachers in Maha Sarakham Province. They found that there were two kinds of teachers who believed that textbooks were essential and teaching cannot be conducted effectively without the use of textbooks. Some of them also revealed that textbooks should go hand in hand with supplementary teaching materials to serve learners’ needs. On the other hand, some teachers believed that the use of English textbooks was wasting time. They preferred teacher-made materials to commercial textbooks. The results of this study further revealed that problems about using English textbooks were from textbooks themselves, learners’ language proficiency, large classes and time constraint.

Many researchers emphasize the limitations of textbooks. Ur (1998) mentions that textbooks are inadequate for supplying every learner’s needs. Moreover, topics in textbooks are irreverent or uninteresting to actual classes which possibly cause learners boredom  and  paucity  of  motivation.  Textbooks  may  hinder  a  teacher’s  initiative  and creativity because of its set structure and sequence. Besides, Richards (2001) states that textbooks may not suit learners’ needs because they are often written for global markets. Sheldon (1998) adds that textbooks may not be worth money as they are ‘seen as poor compromises between what is educationally desirable on the one hand and financially viable on the others. In addition, Muhamad (2009) investigated how English teachers in Indonesia used and applied textbooks in their classrooms. The finding revealed that teachers concluded that textbooks could not serve teachers’ and learners’ needs because they lack of content appropriateness. (Muhamad: 2009; Cited in Ladaporn and Anchalee, 2013). Moreover, some teachers said that topics provided in the textbooks did not match learners’ interests. Some of the topics were irrelevant or uninteresting to their classes. Teachers who had  anti-textbook  views  mentioned  that  some  topics  were  too  far  beyond  learners’ proficiency.  In  addition,  due to  the  different  cultural  settings,  topics  dealt  with  cultural information of native countries made learners uncomfortable to study. Some teachers finally concluded that they preferred using teacher-made materials to commercial textbooks.

Challenging agenda of Islamic–based English in reading skill

Reading is one of the most essential skills for the learners of English as a second language to achieve not only learning a language, but also acquiring knowledge from any content areas (Anderson, 2008). Reading, perhaps more than any other language skills, provides the foundation for success in language learning and academic learning. Janzen (2007) observes that reading is critical to the academic achievement of second language learners. 

Despite reading being an essential skill, students in Thailand, especially in the three southern borders gained a low score on their reading test. According to the result of the Ordinary National Educational Testing (O-NET) , the National Institute of Educational Testing Service indicates that, students in Narathiwat, Pattani and Yala have had the lowest score in English on their O-Net test in Thailand since 2008. They have been ranked of 75 – 77 out of the 77 provinces in Thailand. In the year of 2009, they had achieved only 23.31, 19.53, and 18.98 respectively, on a total score of 100. In the year of 2013 O-NET Score, the result of English efficiency was still under the standard and can’t achieve the goal of language learning achievement. The average score from three southern border provinces students was only 19.22 from 100. Students from Yala got only 18.00, Pattani students got 17.99, and Narathiwat students got 17.93. The problem mentioned above maybe due to the fact that the content of the reading fails to arouse the interest of the students or they may find it boring or unappealing. 

Several studies in Thailand suggested that poor English vocabulary among students was due to their lack of reading practice. Suknantapong et al (2002) found that the Humanities and Social Sciences students performed poorly in reading ability and their poorest skill was inference and determining context clues. Moreover, Kaewklom’s study (2002) indicated that problems found in English reading were related to vocabulary, grammar and disturbing environment, and vocabulary skill depended on the students’ level, faculty, and major field. Likewise, the study of Anusornnorakarn  (2002) indicated that the students’ level and major field were factors in reading ability. 

Thantawan et al (2008) studied the reading skill of undergraduate students from Prince of Songkhla University, Pattani Campus and revealed that many of them had limited vocabulary knowledge, particularly those majoring in Communication Science, Islamic Studies, and Social Sciences which most of students are from Islamic – Private school . 

Selin Yasmin recommended in her article that the course materials of the Muslim school should be revised by the integration of Islam because students enter the university with little knowledge of Islam they acquired at home or elementary, or secondary school. So they do not vision Islam as vibrant, concerning any problem. The students in a Muslim school confronts alien ideologies presented to him in textbook or classroom. So every Muslim youth must receive full instruction in the religion, ethics, law, history, culture and literature of Islam.

The Concept of Islamic-based English

Grabe (1991) cited in J.Charles & Lyle (2002) mentioned from the current reading research that reading should be taught in the context – centered integrated skills curriculum, since content provides motivation and integration reinforces learning, and reading lessons should take account of background knowledge through pre-,during-, and after-reading tasks.  ( J.Charles & Lyle, 2002)

As Muslims are facing dual problem of loss of their beliefs, values and moral standard as well as the extermination process through cultural aggression by the West. Alongside, the materialist Western world is stricken with the problem of alienation, meaninglessness of life, moral depravity and spiritual barrenness. So, to reconstruct the Muslim mind and to save the whole humanity from spiritual collapse, a resurgent movement with the re – introduction of the Holy Qur’anic teaching relating to the present day reality is a must. 

Professor Farouqi defines Islamic English as the language modified to enable it to carry proper nouns and meanings without distortion and, thus, to serve the linguistic  needs of Muslim users of  the English language. (Faruqi, 1986: 7) On the basis of Professor Faruqi’s definition of Islamic English and classification of Muslim users of the English language, Jessem attempts to identify some of the distinctive features of Islamic English in terms of the general language level: phonology, morphology, syntax, lexis, and discourse. ( Jessem, 1995 )He concludes that there are differences between Muslim native speakers of English and Muslim non - native speakers of English in nearly all levels, but the differences occur mostly at the discourse level. Jassem also outlines the following salient characteristics of Islamic English as follows:

1. Islamic topics

2. Lexis with includes Islamic Arabic vocabulary, some of which have become part of standard English usage, e.g. Shariah, Fiqh, Fatwa, Islam, Jihad to name a few.
3. The grammar of Islamic English is plain syntax.
4. The discourse incorporates many Arabic expression, e.g. Bismilla, Du’a (Supplication), Salam (Greeting), and Ghazakalloh Khyra ( Thank you ).
5. The audience of Islamic English are Muslims and non – Muslims.
6. The reliance on primary and secondary sources where the former include the Quran and Sunnah, and the latter include the work of Sahaba (The prophet’s companions) and Muslim scholars in all work of life.    

Faruqi concludes that Islamic English is an old reality and a phenomenon that has been in practice probably since the first Muslims spoke and wrote English. It is clear therefore that al-Faruqi powerful ideas were to have profound influence on all those who had the intellectual progress of the Ummah at heart and who cherish the laudable objectives of Islamisation to whatever fields of educational endeavour they may belong.  

Conclusion


 Muslims, generally, do not need English as a cultural language. Rather, it is the language’s international role as well as the factors of religion (Islamic self-education and da’awah purposes) and employment that is increasingly consolidating the needs for learning English among them.

I do agree with Argungu for saying that in trying to achieve their linguistics needs, Muslims have to define how the learning and teaching of English could affect their cultures, both as individuals and as an Ummah. Some of the answers to these questions, we identified in creating and adopting Islamic-based English as already proffered to the Ummah by the late Professor, al-Faruqi. If the idea of Islamic – based English is widened in its scope and used effectively in ELT in Muslim educational institutions, the Ummah would have achieved a lot in its duty of defending Muslim societies and cultures against the current (western) cultural onslaught threatening it. 

It means that, henceforth, Muslim teachers of English, at all levels of Muslim education, should be prepared mentally and academically to push this idea forward. Moral sensitivity and cultural defensiveness remain the watch words for the contemporary ELT Muslim teacher, but above all, he/she must be creative, the ultimate goal being the attainment of communicative competence or fluency in English among Muslim learners through the medium of Islamic culture and systematic application of the modern methods of English language teaching and learning. 

It has been found that a significant percentage of students from the 3 southern border provinces of Thailand have very limited proficiency in English, especially in reading skill. As they do not understand the content in English textbooks, these students perform badly in national tests, ranking the lowest in O-Net for the national university entrance examination. According to teachers and students from these provinces, the problem stems from the contents of reading materials which are not related to students’ background.  To motivate students in 3 southern border provinces in English, Islamic – based English that integrates the cultural elements should be considered because more than 80 % of the students are Muslim.  

Evidence from the research literature reviewed in this article generally indicates that Islamic – based materials which related to the regional cultures of the students in 3 southern border provinces of Thailand is the challenging agenda that can improve English reading competence, motivation, and self-esteem of students. With respect to English education in Thailand, there is a need for English reading that prepares Muslim students in three southernmost areas namely Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat.  To achieve this goal, English reading materials needs to be developed in order to include the consideration of the relationships among society, Islamic cultures, the learner, and knowledge.
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