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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates education policy since 1970 in Malaysia aimed at achieving 

national integration across ethnic groups. The approach adopted is critical policy 

sociology; the study thus utilised historical analysis and semi-structured interviews 

with 'policy players' across the three main ethnic groups in Malaysia. The analyses 

are framed by theoretical considerations of ethnicity, nation, nation-building and 

plural society and the role of education policy in relation to them. The historical 

analyses demonstrated the ongoing effects of colonial residues in contemporary 

education policy and the ongoing ethnic-based contestation around the policy and 

accommodative state strategies utilised. The interview analyses demonstrated the 

contested nature of the concept of integration, tensions in the application of a 
bum1puteralhon-bumiputera binary in policy, Malay concerns over their rights and 

economic opportunities, and Chinese and Indian concerns for language and cultural 

maintenance. The articulated Malay position was one tending towards assimilation 

and demanding recognition of their status as 'sons of the soil', while the Chinese and 
Indian stances tended towards multiculturalism. Language of instruction in schooling 

was shown to be central to these contested ideologies. These ethnic groups also 

worked with different constructions of the nation. The analyses demonstrated how in 

Appadurai's (1996) terms the nation (ethnic cultures and languages) and the state 
(politics and policy) have remained the project of each other in Malaysian education 

policy aimed at national integration. The analyses also showed how changing global 

contexts have challenged ethnic politics through the demand for better education for 

all, irrespective of ethnicity, socio-economic background and urban-rural location. 

English and Mandarin have taken on different policy salience in education in this 

global context. Human rights discourses have also to some extent reframed ethnic 
politics, as has recognition that socio-economic status might be a better focus for 

education policy for national integration. The research showed that concern for 

national integration has retained meta-policy status within Malaysian education. 
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Our nation, Malaysia, being dedicated to achieving a greater unity of all her people; to 
maintaining a democratic way of life; to creating a just society in which the wealth of the 
nation shall be equitably shared; to ensuring a liberal approach to her rich and diverse 
cultural traditions; to building a progressive society which shall be to oriented to modem 
science and technology. 

(Malaysia, 1970, p-1) 

1.1 Introduction 

Given that Malaysia is an ethnically pluralist society, one of the major ongoing tasks 

of the Malaysian government has been to develop a nation which is harmonious, 

integrated, and democratic and which shares a national identity and values as a 

Malaysian nation. This aim has been a concern of the government from independence 

until the present, and is reflected in the need to develop a united Malaysian nation. 
This important aspect of nation building is a central part of state policy as the country 
faces a complex social pattern with a population which is multi-ethnic in nature and 
divided, in which the different ethnic groups carry their own cultures, languages, 

identities and values. In many ways, this situation can be viewed as an inheritance 

from British colonialism. 

Government concern about national integration has also resulted in education being 

regarded as an important policy domain to pursue national integration. Accordingly, 

amongst the aims of national education policy, national integration is a major 
intention. It has been accepted that education is expected to play a significant role in 

nurturing national consciousness, moulding national identity, and forging national 

unity amongst the various ethnic groups in Malaysia. This is in line with the common 
reality of education contributing in all societies to the creation of the 'imagined 

community' which is the nation (Anderson, 1991). In the Malaysian context, 
education has also been regarded as an important means for social mobility and of 
diffusing national identity in the process of nation building. The Razak Report (1956), 

that is the report from the committee appointed at the establishment of the national 
education policy in independent Malaya (now known as Malaysia), stated that 'the 

ultimate objective of education policy must be to bring together the children of all 
I 



races under a national education system in which the national language is the main 

medium of instruction, though we recognise that process towards this goal cannot be 

rushed and must be gradual' (Federation of Malaya, 1956, p. 3). Since that time of 
independence, Malaysian education policy has been formulated and reformulated and 

produced and reproduced to engage with this aim. 

The serious tragedy of the ethnic riots of 1969 provoked the government to further 

strengthen their commitment to utilising education for national integration. This 

intention of utilising education for unifying the multiethnic society has been reflected 
in policy production for the early stages of the socialisation process, which occurs at 

the school level. Accordingly, various policy initiatives have been produced and 
implemented through the education system to promote national integration amongst 

the younger generation. Since 1970, there have been a series of major plans, 

programmes or projects that have been produced by the state for the school for 

achieving national integration. We might say that ensuring national cohesion is a 

meta-policy goal for Malaysian education policy, and has been since independence. 

Nevertheless, Malaysian education policy initiatives aimed at achieving national 
integration are not without problems in both development and implementation. In 

order to manage, mediate, and integrate the multi-ethnic groups as a means of nation 
building through the education system, ethnicity issues continue to appear as amongst 

the main challenges in education policy aims, processes and in the ethnic divisions of 

the structure of school provision. In other words, the government continues to face 

many challenges and there is much disagreement around issues of ethnicity relating to 

education policy aimed at achieving national integration. 

This research investigated these issues of ethnicity and how they have been involved 

in the production of Malaysian education policy since 1970. The research also 

considered issues of policy implementation. The focus was on education policy, the 

politics of ethnicity in education, and the issue of language in education in relation to 

national integration. The study aims to investigate the challenges surrounding 
education policies post 1970 aimed at achieving national integration among the young 

generation of different ethnic groups, specifically around the ethnicity issue or other 
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interrelated challenges connected to ethnicity. More specifically, four key elements 

regarding the issues of ethnicity in Malaysian education policy since 1970 will be 

analysed: 
1. The features of Malaysian education policy intended at enhancing national 

integration. 

2. The challenges and influence of ethnicity on the production of such policy. 
3. Other interrelated challenges connected to ethnicity concerning Malaysian 

education policy aimed at achieving national integration. 

4. Competing perspectives and discourses amongst different ethnic groups on 

Malaysian education policy aimed at achieving national integration and as 

manifested in different policies. 

As an introduction to policy research, this Chapter is structured around four broad 

areas. First, the Chapter describes the research focus which drives the aims of the 

study, while articulating the specific research questions for the study. Secondly, it 

locates and frames the research and the researcher contexts, in personal, theoretical, 

and empirical/methodological terms. The Chapter then outlines the significance of 

this study and briefly explain how the research will contribute to understanding issues 

of ethnicity in Malaysian education policy. Finally, the Chapter explains the structure 

of the thesis and briefly discusses the framing of the thesis. 

1.2 Focusing the Research 

As indicated in the introduction to this Chapter, the research focus is the issue of 

ethnicity surrounding Malaysian education policy development in relation to the aim 

of achieving national integration in and through the education system. A caveat needs 
to be added here. The research is about issues of ethnicity rather than religion. This is 

not to deny the close interrelationships between ethnicity and religion in Malaysia. 

Rather, it is to accept that contentious political issues in Malaysia are to do with 

matters of culture, language and identities linked to ethnicity rather than to religion 

and which are also connected with matters of economic status and opportunities. 
Religion arises in the research incidentally in relation to ethnicity rather than as a 

specific focus. This research focus of this study involves the processes of policy 
production and implementation in both primary and secondary school levels in the 
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Malaysian education system. The research aims to investigate what and how ethnicity 

and other interrelated aspects challenge and influence the education policy processes 

and structures aimed at achieving national integration. The time frame is from 1970 to 

the present. 

The following sections show how the research topic derived from previous research 

on the issue of education and national integration. However, they also demonstrate 

how the topic developed from the researcher's own concerns about and interest in this 

issue. Further, the focus of the research remains an important policy matter in 

contemporary Malaysia. In other words, issues for research are not arbitrarily chosen 
but are connected to and embedded in the personal and professional interests of 

researchers, and from the relevance of the issue of ethnicity in the Malaysian 

educational context. Introduced in the following sections are the elements that contour 

the research focus in investigating Malaysia education policy in relation to ethnicity. 

1.2.1 The Policy Issue 

The promotion of national integration in a multiethnic society has been a foremost 

concern of education policy in Malaysia. The state has produced programmes and 

projects aimed at achieving this aim. Although after 1970 many policy initiatives have 

been implemented through the education system dealing with the aim of national 
integration, there is still much debate about appropriate means to achieve this aim. 

There are many arguments that suggest the objective of a united nation has not been 

achieved yet, and that policy production, approaches and implementation are not 

appropriate and perhaps are even inequitable in relation to building the integrated 

Malaysian nation. Amongst others, Wan Hashim (1983) stated that there is a low level 

of integration between the Malays and the Chinese based on cultural and social 

understanding. Sufean (1993) has questioned whether the integration spirit is enough 
to show the effectiveness of the national education policy because there are 

continuing issues about ethnicity in public and political discourses. 

The studies of Woon (1984), Mukeýee and Singh (1985) and Lim (1985) reflect a 
common concern about the impact of education policies after 1970. While these 

4 



studies commonly view that the state policy is in favour of affirmative action 

programmes to assist the economic position of the Malays, this research also 
demonstrated that the policies also contributed to constructing inter-ethnic differences 

in education resources. Others opine that Malaysia's numerous ethnic communities 

remain distinct, in part due to the continuation of communal political parties and in 

part due to the fact that constitutional and policy practice emphasise a Malay and non- 
Malay dichotomy on all economic, social, and political dimensions (de Micheaux, 

1997, Lin-Sheng, 2003, Kheng, 2003a, Kheng, 2003b, Haque, 2003, Singh and 
Mukherjee, 1993). 

The main issues surrounding policy production and implementation in the education 

system in Malaysia concern the interests and challenges of ethnicity. Challenges in 

education policies related to national integration remain the dominant issue in the 

emerging agenda on education. It is a rather complex and complicated issue and can 
be interpreted in a variety of ways from different interests and perspectives of ethnic 

groups in Malaysian plural society. According to Haris (1990), these issues in 

education could easily attract elements of national and ethnic chauvinism. 

In Malaysia, it is usually considered that the community and population are 
dominated by three major ethnic groups, namely Malay, Chinese, and Indian. This 

scenario, according to Boulanger, (1996), is due to the 'tri-ethnic schema' of Malay- 

Chinese-Indian, which underscores the polarity of ethnic groups and continues to have 

a decisive influence on macro-level policy and micro-level practice. This context of 
Malaysian plural society is discussed at some length in Chapter Two. Any formation 

and implementation of the education policies will have to consider the political 

aspects of these issues of ethnicity. 

Within the social and political schema of 'tri-ethnic'- Malaysia, Malay, Chinese, and 
Indian, ethnic challenges and bargaining have moulded the formulation and 
production of education policies in Malaysia since independence. For example, one 
way to achieve the aim of national integration through education is to develop a 
Malaysian outlook through the education system. Thus, the imposition of common 
content syllabus and the National language as the main medium of instruction in all 
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schools were seen as crucial towards achieving the aim of national integration. 

Nevertheless, the Chinese and Indian ethnic groups, having set up vernacular schools 

along ethnic lines, were unwilling to give up their schools in favour of the national 
language in the national schools. For instance, the implementation of the Malay 

language as the medium of instruction in the 1970s faced challenges in the stages of 
implementation, which had to consider multiple political aspects of ethnicity in 

Malaysia. 

The same scenario of ethnic resistance also occurred in relation to curriculum 
development in the 1980s. A new curriculum was implemented in 1980, namely the 

Integrated Curriculum for Primary School (ICPS) which emphasised Reading, 

Writing and Arithmetic (3Rs). This curriculum faced negative reaction from some 

ethnic groups in the country. For example, the issue of 'textbooks in mother tongue 

for pupils' (The Star, 1982) represented the dissatisfaction and incredulity amongst 

the Chinese community towards this new curriculum. Even though this curriculum 
development was not explicitly about ethnic issues, the requirement that some 

textbooks for use by all groups had to be in Malay language implicitly raised ethnic 

concerns, especially amongst the Chinese. Hence, language issues remain a very 

controversial issue in Malaysian education policy. 

The latest education initiative is the 'Vision School', which is aimed at integrating 

multiethnic students by increasing the opportunity for students from different ethnic 
backgrounds to mix with each other in one school compound. This education 
programme is based on the argument that students from various ethnic groups 
(especially the three major ethnic groups in Malaysia from different types of primary 
school) must be given an opportunity to interact with each other. This will presumably 
lead to better understanding of other ethnic groups and thus promote greater social 
tolerance and interaction. However, certain ethnic communities reacted negatively to 
this policy initiative. New policy related to the language issues in the teaching of 
Mathematics and Science in English had a similar confrontational effect, especially 
from the Chinese community who are very strongly opposed to the policy. Since the 
Malaysian Ministry of Education imposed this policy in 2003, it has faced incessant 
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criticism from various interest groups in relation to what and how the policy affected 

their ethnic community interests. 

The situation of ethnic challenges in relation to education policy production in the 

Malaysian education system raises a number of significant questions, such as: What is 

the character of Malaysian education policy for achieving national integration? What 

are the forms of opposition or challenges towards education policies for national 
integration? How are such education policies that have been produced been 

influenced by ethnicity? Related to these issues, the overarching purpose of this study 

was to explore the processes and challenges of education policies in promoting 

national integration in the Malaysian plural society, which is divided by language, 

culture, and other ethnic markers. 

1.2.2 Research Aim 

As suggested to this point, this research focuses on education policy in Malaysia since 

1970 geared towards the promotion of national integration. As noted, this study sets 

out to look at ethnicity and its social and political dimensions in the production and 

implementation of Malaysian education policy aimed at achieving national 
integration. In a more specific sense, this study is an investigation of the challenges 

and influences of ethnicity on the production and implementation of Malaysian 

education policy aimed at enhancing national integration amongst the younger 

generation in the education system, at both primary and secondary school levels. 

The major focus of attention in this policy study is to analyse and understand the 

challenges of the existing policies with regard to the dimension of ethnic contestation, 

negotiations, contradictions, and tensions in policy production and implementation. 

The analysis is focused on the production and implementation of several state policies 
and language issues and their influences in the production of education policy for 

national integration. The principal aim of the study is: 
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To analyse and provide an understanding of issues relating to ethnicity and other 
related challenges, and their influence on national education policies in Malaysia, 
including language policies, and national and global issues, aimed at enhancing 
national integration through the education of the multi-ethnic younger generation, 
1970 to the present. 

In line with this principal aim, the specific objectives of the study are as follows: 

1. To explore policy development and its features in relation to ethnicity issues in 

Malaysian education policy established for national integration from 1970 to the 

present. 
2. To investigate the challenges and the influence of ethnicity in the production 

and implementation of education policies. 
3. To analyse other interrelated challenges vis-a-vis language, national and global 

issues in the production of Malaysian education policy. 
4. To produce useful knowledge and understanding in relation to Malaysian 

education policy about integrating multiethnic perspectives and national 
integration. 

1.2.3 The Research Questions 

The main aim of the study as has been stated is to provide an understanding of the 

challenges and influences of ethnicity, and other related challenges in the production 

and implementation of Malaysian education policy aimed at national integration. The 

specific research questions below were elaborated to structure the research processes, 
including data collection and analyses: 
1. What are the scenarios of Malaysian education policy, specifically in the 

primary and secondary schools, for national integration in the context of a multi- 

ethnic society, from 1970 to the present? 

a) What are the policies that have been produced in the Malaysian education 

system since 1970 for enhancing national integration? 

b) What are the policy features of Malaysian education policy established for 

achieving national integration? 
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2. What kinds of challenges occur around ethnicity issues in the production and 
implementation of Malaysian education policy for national integration? 

a) To what extent do the challenges influence policy production? 
b) How does the state manage and mediate those challenges in policy 

processes? 
3. What other challenges exist concerning languages, national and global issues in 

Malaysian education policy? 
4. How does the multiethnic society of Malaysia regard the education policy 

initiatives for achieving national integration as currently constituted in 

Malaysia? 

5. What are the responses and discourses of the various ethnic communities 

concerning ethnic challenges, national and globalisation issues surrounding 

education policy production aimed at achieving national integration through the 

Malaysian education system? 

1.3 Contexts of the Study 

It is important to explain that this research is not simply chosen or uninfluenced by 

contexts in relation to my personal and professional interests. There are different 

contexts that contribute and influence the research framework and focus on Malaysian 

education policy, investigating the issues of ethnicity and its influence on education 

policy production in Malaysia. Introduced here are elements that influenced and 
located this research interest and focus. The explanation is about the personal and 

professional contexts that developed my interest in doing this research, and the 

theoretical and methodological contexts that informed the research framework. What I 

am dealing with here is my positionality as researcher. 

1.3.1 Personal Context: Researcher Background and Academic Positionality 
Two contexts that influenced my interest and ideas in relation to this research are 
related to ethnic and professional considerations. First, is my position as a member of 
the majority and dominant ethnic groups in Malaysia, the Malay. Secondly, my 
interest in this research topic has stemmed from my engagement with the issues being 
investigated, both professionally and academically. 
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1.3.1.1 Ethnic Background 

In discussing the positionality dimension of this research, it should be noted that this 

is interrelated with my background, context, ideas, and values. Thus, the starting point 

for me in contributing to the dilemma of positionality is a consideration of the extent 

to which my ethnic background possibly will be viewed as a restriction in the chosen 

area of study. Being Malay, that is my ethnic affiliation in the context of Malaysian 

plural society context, there is much complexity in locating my position for engaging 

and dealing with ethnicity issues in this research. However, my endeavour is to see 

this issue in a broader perspective across ethnic lines. In other words, my aspiration is 

to see this issue beyond ethnic differences and ethnic essentialisms. Thus, I attempt to 

produce analytical, critically and rationally a perspective towards the issues of 

ethnicity in Malaysian education policies. To this end, I was reflexive about this issue 

throughout the research process and sensitive to the potential impact on data 

collection and analysis of my own ethnic positioning. 

Apart from my ethnic background and interest in issues of ethnicity, my initial 

concern to do a policy study which related to ethnicity derived from my involvement 

in teaching and as an education administrator for more than ten years. These 

experiences contributed to developing a sense and interest in ethnicity issues and 

national integration in relation to policy implementation processes. This began when I 

was involved in implementing such programmes at the school level. My experience of 

policy implementation indicated that the issue of ethnicity needed to be addressed. 
This developed a sense for me, in both personal and professional contexts, that ethnic 

aspects were important and significant in influencing policy processes and structures 
in the Malaysian education system. 

Observations on contemporary Malaysian political and public discourses in an ethnic- 
based political system also provided some hunches for me that the state has to 

consider ethnicity issues in order to produce and implement such policies in 

education. In other words, in Malaysia, the government always needs to take into 

account the interests of each ethnic group, particularly the groups which have 

significant power in politics, the economy and socially. This has been particularly 
obvious in education policy development since the British colonial time. In this case, I 
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agree with Apple (1979) that 'education is political, so those people who wish to 

make education non-political are failing to understand that the purpose and 

procedures of education reflect what people want' (p. IS). Therefore, I decided to look 

into the ethnicity issues in Malaysian education policy, while at the same time 

recognising the inherently political character of such a research enterprise. In 

recognising both the potential significance of my ethnicity and the political nature of 
the research topic, I was moving beyond what Bourdieu (1999) has called a state of 

epistemological innocence (this will be discussed further in my reflections on research 

methodology in Chapter Five). 

1.3.1.2 The Academic Context 

The process of conducting this research did not exist in isolation within the culture of 

academe. My interest in undertaking this research might be explained in terms of 
'interest' about policy research as an academic practice. The topic was drawn from 

my experience and perspective as an academic and researcher with direct and indirect 

dealings with the topic of the research. 

As an academician who is interested in the area of education policy and from the 
literature 'review concerning education policy in Malaysia, I considered that 

insufficient attention was being paid to the 'deep structures' of education policy in 
Malaysia as the centrally important means to foster national integration. 

My previous study with my colleagues (Jamil et al. 2004), funded under the 
Intensified Research Priority Areas (IRPA), researched the level of ethnic interaction 

among students from different ethnic groups in secondary schools. However, based on 
the research findings, we argued that there were some glaring defects in the process of 
implementation of policies aimed at fostering ethnic integration amongst the 
Malaysian younger generation. This research demonstrated that Malaysian education 
policies for national integration needed to be readdressed. It raised a number of 
questions that provided a sense and consciousness that influenced me to look at the 
macro level in the education arena, which located the focus of this doctoral research 
on education policies in relation to aspect of national integration. For example, do 

such policy initiatives, programmes or projects of education that have been produced 
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and practised really assist in encouraging ethnic cohesion and acceptance by all ethnic 

groups in Malaysia? Further, to what extent have the policies been adequate to 
fulfilling the needs and the interest of each ethnic group in Malaysian society in an 

equitable way? 

Most of the studies about Malaysian education policy and ethnicity consider this issue 

from their own ethnic perspective (Marimuthu, 1975; Haris, 1990; Santhiram, 1999; 

Aminah et al., 2004). That is, the positionality in respect of ethnicity of the researcher 

seems to be a central element in the choice and construction of the research topic 

(particular ethnic focus), and to some extent, appears to have helped frame the 

findings and conclusions drawn. In contrast, an aspiration underpinning this research 

was to adopt a macro, inclusive viewpoint, working across the three major ethnic 

groups (Malay, Chinese and Indian). Hence, in this research, I take a meta-position 

across the ethnic divisions and ethnic politics in Malaysia as a means to produce an 

analytical, critical, and fair perspective towards the issues of ethnicity in Malaysian 

education policies aimed at achieving national integration. 

1.3.2 Theoretical Context: Critical Policy Sociology 

The establishing of the theoretical position for this research was underpinned by 

sociological and critical concerns of policy research. This position and concerns were 
shaped by my selection of research topic and methodology that help form my 
interpretation of evidence and data. 

The theoretical position for this policy research is derived from the discipline of 
sociology which is related to policy analysis, usually referred as 'policy sociology' in 

education (Ball, 1990; Ozga, 1987). This policy research perspective is 'rooted in 

social science tradition, historically informed and drawing on qualitative and 
illuminative technique' (Ozga, 1987, p. 144). Such a policy sociology perspective is 

then used to highlight the ideologies and processes of policy production in relation to 

ethnic challenges in Malaysian education policy. The approach can be contrasted with 
traditions other than sociology which are largely 'technocratic and managerialist in 

orientation and concerned mainly with implementation questions' (Lingard et al., 
1993). What is important in the policy sociology research perspectives is the sense of 
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Gpolicy as processes as well as 'policy as text' (Raab, 1994), which recognises 

competing interests. 

This policy research is also concerned with critical analysis of particular policy 

practices. It positions the investigation of policy as cutting through 'surface 

appearances' (Harvey, 1990) to provide an understanding of the focus issues in this 

study. It is an endeavour to contribute for improving the policy situation and 'to 

identify those elements which have the potential to change things' (Troyna, 1994a) by 

conceptually producing knowledge and understanding on the issues being studied. 
However, it is not to provide a set of procedures or standards 'that enables one to 

determine the technically best course of action' (Fay 1975 in Ball, 1995, p-258) to 

adopt in achieving the policy aims. That is policy research that ought to be providing 

objective facts, and consequently derived from the technicist paradigm in policy 

research, providing 'facts' but no more, according to Finch (1986, p. 196). Rather, 

this research is aimed at achieving knowledge and insights which will contribute to 

informing and informed debate in Malaysia about ethnicity, education policy, and 
issues of national integration. In this way, the research reported here is research of 

policy rather than research for policy. Nonetheless, the knowledge developed will 

contribute to informed debate about policy. In a broader way, this will be useful to 

educational policy makers in Malaysia concerned with the matter of the integration of 

the differing ethnic groups. In this sense, the research of andfor policy distinction can 
be seen to be a false binary (Lingard and Ozga, 2007). This is not to deny the greater 

criticality of research ofpolicy, the stance adopted in this research. 

1.3.3 Methodological Context: Approach to Policy Research 
Education policy research in Malaysia has gained prominence since the 60s and early 
70s. The series of policy developments and innovation in the education system have 
been geared to the progression of policy research in various institutions, including 

universities and the Ministry of Education. However, a common practice in policy 
research in Malaysia is the appreciation of a managerial perspective inclined to 
demands of policy makers. This policy research witnessed the research problems 
constructed by policy makers. This was research for policy, not research of policy, 
with topic and intellectual resources for the researcher 'determined' by the state. 
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Although there is no extensive review of the research orientation in the area of 

education policy in Malaysia, it is commonly considered that most of the research 

which is related to policy in education has adopted the technocratic and managerialist 

perspective in researching policy. This involves an emphasis on quantitative methods, 
because of their attractiveness to bureaucrats and policy makers. For instance, Murad 

(1973), Marimuthu (1975), Hussein (1984), Isahak (1977) and Nor Azmi (1988) have 

had their sources of inspiration in the managerial and evaluation needs of policy 

makers. 

The discussion of the personal and professional contexts of the researcher 

complements the methodological frame for education policy research in this thesis. In 

these terms, the overall intent is to research policy in relation to ethnicity issues, a 

focus for 'the investigation of policy' (Ball, 1990, p. 1). The research focus in these 

terms then is research of policy. This means that this policy research is related to 

academic interests in understanding the issues surrounding the policy process, 

particularly the purpose of understanding 'values, ideologies' and 'content' of policy 
(Codd, 1988). 

My position here was also grounded in the belief that policy research should not be 

limited to a single methodological framework. In contrast with the pragmatic, 

positivistic, managerialistic and bureaucratic perspectives of policy research, I locate 

the research represented in this thesis in a methodological context that will enable 
illumination and development of meaning and understanding on the issues being 

investigated. In this way, I have attempted to ensure that the methodology is suitable 
to answer the research questions, complementary to the theoretical concepts which 
underpinned the research, and in line with the desire to produce in depth knowledge 

about the research topic. 

1.4 The Significance of the Study 
This research is undertaken fundamentally as a critical research of policy, specifically 
researching education policy in Malaysia in relation to national integration. As this 
research is of policy, which attempts to analyse the production and implementation of 
a key aspect of Malaysian education policy, it is anticipated that the research would 
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be very significant in providing key insights and underpinning elements regarding the 
issues of ethnicity in Malaysian education policy. Potentially, it would enable the 

creation of knowledge and information that could meaningfully contribute to 
informing the policy debate and also provide useful insights for improving education 

policy at achieving national integration. 

The critical perspective which has been employed in this education policy analysis, 

which draws on previous and current national education policy development, would 
be significant in providing a critical perspective on knowledge utilised in the 

production and implementation of education policies for national integration. It would 

also enable an evaluation of the extent to which the aims of nation building have been 

helped or hampered by policy. The findings of the related issues from various 

perspectives of the policy community across ethnic groups divisions and personal 
background on the education policy processes will help towards lessening the 

problems of ethnocentrism in the research. 

More generally, beyond specific Malaysian educational policy considerations, this 

study can provide new insights regarding the policy provision of education systems in 

multi-ethnic societies. The analysis and the interpretation of education policies and 

the challenges faced regarding ethnicity will contribute to knowledge and 

understanding of the role and the development of education in assisting national 
integration and building the nation. All mass systems of schooling have been involved 

in some way or other in constructing what Benedict Anderson (1991) called the 
'imagined community' of the nation. The creation of such an imagined community 
takes on more salience in a multi-ethnic society in a situation of competing 
imaginaries. 

Further, this study will also provide understanding of existing mentalities of certain 
ethnic groups behind the challenges and the opposition to the education policies 
related to national integration. As such, this study is an effort to provide a critical 
interpretation regarding the challenges of ethnicity in the production of education 
policies, particularly in respect of language and other related issues. This analysis 
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should generate a clearer picture of state affairs in policy dealing with and engaging 

the ethnicity dimension in Malaysian pluralist society. 

Although a numbers of research studies have been conducted dealing with particular 

ethnic groups in relation to education policy in Malaysia, the originality of this study 
is its underpinning by the meta-position of the researcher working across the three 

major ethnic groups to analyse the issues behind the challenges of ethnicity in 

Malaysian education policies. Hence, it will be significant for providing new 
knowledge and understanding of Malaysian education policy from a macro policy 

analysis perspective. This study will also examine perceptions, arguments, and 

opinions amongst actors who are involved directly and indirectly in the complex and 

multi-layered processes of policy production and implementation. The findings from 

this study potentially will be useful for providing knowledge and understanding that 

can contribute to the planning and the developing of the education policies in order to 

achieve future national integration of the Malaysian nation. 

1.5 Limitations of the Study 

This research does not confuse an 'ought' with an 'is' in respect of policy production. 
In other words, it cannot tell the policy makers and readers what they should do, or 

what policy can do. This must be a democratic decision. After all, policy can be seen 

to be the 'authoritative allocation of values' and research can only contribute to policy 

production rather than be translated straightforwardly into policy. The intention in this 

research is to investigate and understand the issues of ethnic challenges in relation to 

education policy in Malaysia aimed at achieving national integration. The research 

seeks to contribute to the construction and reconstruction of understanding and 
knowledge on such issues related to education policy for national integration. 

The intention is to contribute to knowledge, understanding and informed debate rather 
than to suggest in a more instrumental way knowledge for policy production in 

relation to national integration. The assumption here is that in many ways, it is the 
'taken-for-granteds' about such policy in Malaysia which need to be deconstructed as 
a first step towards improved policy. This is the critical element of the research 
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reported here. The contribution of the thesis is aimed at both developing the academic 
literature about the research topic and opening up democratic debate about the issues. 

This research has no intention of 'converting' the findings of the research to concrete 

solutions to the policy process in dealing and engaging with the issues being studied. 
In other words, there is complex interplay of policy and ethnicity and other related 
issues in education that are involved in the policy process that need to be explored and 

understood. Therefore, this research as a whole sets out a range of meaningful 

understandings and perspectives towards a united Malaysian nation which can be built 

through the education system. 

1.6 Organisation of the Thesis 

The thesis has been structured into nine Chapters which form a theoretical and 

empirical unity. Figure 1.1 provides a graphical representation to show the 

organisation of the thesis. The first Chapter has introduced the study, set out the 

research focus, outlined the purposes of the study and the research questions, and 
documented the significance of the study. This Chapter has also identified and 

explained the contexts of the study including personal, theoretical, and 

methodological concerns in researching Malaysian education policy aimed at 

achieving national integration. Finally, it also outlined the limitations of the study and 

explained how the thesis is organised. 
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Chapter 9: 
(Summary of the findings, 

recommendation, and conclusion) 

Chapter 6: Chapter 7: Chapter 8: 

Ethnicity and Education 
Policy for Integration in 
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(Document Analysis) 

Education Policy and 
Policy Processes for 
National Integration 

(Semi-structured 
interviews) 

Education Policy for the 
Malaysian Nation: 

Ethnicity, National and 
Global Challenges 

(Semi-structured 
interviews) 

Empirically-based 

Chapter 5: 
Methodology 

Chapter 3: 
Literature Review on 

related aspects 

Theo retical-orientation 

Chapter 4: 
Conceptual Framework 

for Policy Research 

Chapter 2: 
The Historical Scene 

Overview of Malaysian Society, Politics and 
Education Policy before independence until 
1969 

Chapter I 
Introduction of the Study 

Figure 1.1: Graphical Representation of Thesis Structure 
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The second Chapter presents an overview of the historical background of Malaysian 

plural society and politics and education policy as the basis for understand Malaysian 

education policy. As an historical overview, this Chapter discusses and reviews policy 

development in Malaysia as a means to achieving ethnic integration, particularly 

during the time of British colonial administration. Here, a chronology is provided of 

educational policy developments in Malaysia from the terms of British colonial 

administration through to independence in 1957, and then from independence to 

policies developed in the 1960s. This is to set the scene for this research by beginning 

with some general description and discussion to provide a clear understanding of the 

education system and multi-ethnic nature in Malaysian plural society. This is an 

acknowledgement of the necessity of historical analysis for understanding 

contemporary policy. 

Chapter Three provides the literature review for the study. The literature review is 

focused on the main concepts which are related to the issues in this research. This 

Chapter outlines the broad theoretical perspectives and related concepts utilised in the 

research. This includes exploration and discussion of theories of ethnicity, ethnic 

politics and education in multi-ethnic societies. There is also discussion about nation 
building and education. The review also considers related studies in this area, and in 

addition, discusses the issue from cognate academic literature. It critically addresses 
the perspective on those concepts across discipline and tries to re-conceptualise those 

concepts in the Malaysian context. 

Discussion of the theoretical approaches to education policy research is presented in 

the fourth Chapter. This is the basis for the conceptual framework of this research. In 

this Chapter, the literature and discussion on policy and policy research are utilised in 
framing the investigation of Malaysian education policy aimed at enhancing national 
integration. The policy cycle approach suggested by Ball (1994a) is adopted based on 
the assumption that the policy process is dynamic, contested and on-going. This 

approach is taken because of the desire to contribute to policy debates and affect what 
Ball (1994a) calls the contexts of policy influence, policy text production, and policy 
practice. 
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Chapter Five outlines the methodological consideration for carrying out the research. 
Tle Chapter looks at the strengths and weakness of the various methods and 

techniques in policy research. This Chapter analyses the different methodological 

assumptions, perspectives and modes of policy research. Following this, the Chapter 

provides justification for the approach taken in this study. The Chapter finally details 

the methodology utilised, explains the research methodology and the strategies 

adopted at the various research sites, the policy materials, research interviews, data 

collection procedures, approach to analysis, and research ethics that have been utilised 
for this study. 

The intention of Chapter Six is to construct an account since 1970 of the development 

of Malaysian education policy aimed to achieve national unity. This Chapter provides 

a critical analysis that seeks to answer research questions 1,2 and 3. The Chapter 

deals with the findings from the analysis of documents, a part of the research method 
for collecting data. This Chapter reviews and analyses a number of the primary and 

secondary sources, the analysis of which enables an understanding of the basic issues 

in relation to the ethnicity dimension in education policy for national integration in 

Malaysia. Furthermore, it also reviews the state of practice and the challenges faced 

by the education policy makers regarding national integration and attempts a critical 

analysis. The policy documents analysed in this Chapter are from various sources, 
including government policy texts, non-governmental organisational bodies' (NGOs') 

documents, official and unofficial reports, newspaper articles, media releases, and 

secondary documents that include a wide range of academic literature and research 

pertaining to ethnicity issues in Malaysian education policy. 

In Chapter Seven, I discuss the findings from the interviews in light of the initial 

problem statement and research question raised. This Chapter analyses and discusses 

the policy processes and structure of Malaysian education policy. Chapter Eight deals 

with language and ethnicity issues in Malaysian education policy aimed at achieving 
national integration through the school. This Chapter also presents an analysis and 
discussion of the national and global challenges in relation to Malaysian education 
policy. Drawing from the interview data, both Chapters identify and analyse the 
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policy in education aimed to foster national integration from the perspective of 
individuals from different ethnic groups and others within the policy community. 

Finally, Chapter Nine concludes the study by discussing and surnmarising the various 
findings. I also propose some recommendations for the improvement of the system, as 

example of working across the analysis qj7for policy divide. This Chapter also 
includes some recommendations for future research. 

1.7 Conclusion 

The main aim of the study, as indicated in section 1.2.2 thus located my intention in 

researching and understanding ethnic challenges in Malaysian education policy 

production and implementation. This research of Malaysian education policy should 
be viewed as an endeavour to provide an alternative perspective and understanding on 
the issues being studied; thus it will contest the current main stream ideology 

regarding ethnicity issues in Malaysia education policy. 

To understand issues of ethnicity and education policy in contemporary Malaysia, one 

needs to understand the effects of the British colonial legacy, which created ethnic 
divisions in the Malaysian pluralist society. In the next Chapter, I will explain and 
discuss the historical background of contemporary Malaysian plural society. This 

Chapter will also explain briefly the development of Malaysian education policy from 

independence in 1957 until 1970. The intention of this Chapter is to set the scene 

concerning the research intention of this thesis. It is to these considerations that the 

thesis now turns. 
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2.1 Introduction 

This Chapter seeks to provide information about the pluralism of Malaysian society 

and the existence of related ethnicity issues, particularly in the field of education. The 

intention is to present an overview of the emergence and development of ethnic 
diversity issues in education in Malaysian society. As such, the Chapter will provide a 
brief account of the Malaysian context in terms of its being a pluralistic society. 
Education policy development which has attempted to enhance national integration, 

especially in the period after independence, will also be traced. The discussions are 

necessarily broad and encompass the nature of Malaysian society and its education 

system. The aim is to set the scene regarding ethnicity issues in education on which 
this study is focused. 

Ile Chapter is concerned with the period before independence through until 1970 to 

offer initial understanding of the foundation of educational policy processes in 

relation to national integration. It documents Policy production within the education 

system in Malaysia and discusses chronologically the policy events relevant to the 
focus of the research reported in the thesis. 

2.2 The Origins of Ethnic Diversity in Malaysia 

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century, Malaysia was quite homogenous as far 

as the demographic distribution was concerned. It was a singular society of Malays, 

the indigenous people. In 1880, they constituted about 90% of the population in 
Peninsular Malaysia (Gullick, 1969). During the British colonial rule, from 1874 to 
1957, there was significant transformation of the Malaysian population. The British, 
through their policy of encouraging migration, especially from China and India, 

changed the nature of this relatively ethnically homogenous society to a more 
pluralistic society. This thus transformed the Malaysian society from a largely mono- 
ethnic society into a multi-ethnic one (Santhiram, 1999). 
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By the time of independence in 1957, Malaysia had become a distinctly ethnically 

mixed society, consisting of 49.8% Malays; 37.2% Chinese; 11.7% Indians and 1.3% 

others. Table 2.1 below shows the population of the three major ethnic groups in 

Malaysia from 1947 to 2000: 

Table 2.1: Population of ethnic groups in Peninsula Malaysia, 1947,1957,1970,1987 
and 2000 

Ethnic 1947 1957 1970 1987 2000 

2,427,834 3,125,474 4,685,838 7,827,095 14.560,000 
Malay/Bumiputra (49.5%) (49.8%) (53.2%) (57.3%) (66.1) 

2,427,834 2,333,756 3,122,350 4,377,097 5,580,000 
Chinese (38.4%) (37.2%) (35.4%) (32.1%) (25.3) 

530,638 735,038 932,629 1,362,061 1,630,000 
Indians (10.8%) (11.7%) (10.6%) (10.0%) (7.4) 

65,080 84,450 69,531 86,808 270,000 
Others (1.3%) (1.3%) (0.8%) (0.6%) (1.2) 

Total 4,908,086 6,278,718 8,810,348 13,653,061 23,270,000 

Source: (Malaysia, 1972a, Malaysia, 1987a, Malaysia, 2002a) 

British colonial policy of encouraging immigration was a result of the labour demand 

in the tin industry and rubber plantations of Malaya. The Malay population was 

considered too small and scattered to meet the labour demands of a regimented 
plantation economy (Stevenson, 1975). Due to the successful planting of the rubber 
tree in Malaya and the phenomenal growth of the rubber industry at the end of the 

nineteenth century, there was a demand for Indian labourers to work as rubber tapers 
in British rubber plantations and in the laying of the network of transport systems of 
road and railways. Most of the Indian immigration came from the British 

administered territories of India and Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) and their recruitment 
was well organised. They were recruited under the 'indenture' system. It was 
estimated that there was a total of sixteen million Indians and Chinese immigrants 

over a period in the 1930s (Gullick, 1969, p. 74). 

Meanwhile, the production of tin was also extremely labour intensive and this kind of 
wage labour was not forthcoming from the indigenous population. Therefore, foreign 
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labour was imported to serve the needs of a colonial capitalist mining economy. 
During the colonial period, Chinese settlers were encouraged by the British authorities 
into the Federated Malay States (FMS) particularly to develop the local tin industry. 

As a result, Chinese workers flocked to the rich tin fields in several parts of the Malay 

Peninsula. Towards the later part of the nineteenth century, with the establishment of 
British control over the four Malay states of Perak, Selangor, N. Sembilan and Pahang 

and the prevailing political calm over these states, the Chinese came in substantial 

numbers, even as indentured labourers to work in the tin mines. 

At the same time, to minimise the disruptions brought about by immigrant labour and 

to maintain a form of colonial rule which would be seen as in the interests of the 

Malays, the concept of 'protection' was created. Malay peasants and fisherman would 
be protected in their traditional mode of existence (Lim, 1985). Moreover, by a 

conscious policy of 'minimum interference', the British were able to ensure that the 

vast majority of Malays stayed on in their traditional role as 'tillers of the soil and 

catchers of fish' (Stevenson, 1975). 

Based on the above explanation, the British rulers clearly created an artificial 
occupational segregation on ethnic lines (Malay in agriculture, the Chinese in 

commerce, and Indians in plantation); reinforced a sense of interethnic divisions, 

economic imbalance, and therefore prohibited any kind of solidarity between these 

major ethnic groups (Stockwell, 1982; Sarji, 1989; Andaya and Andaya, 2001). Under 

the Colonial rule, with the injection of major immigrant communities, Fumival (1948) 
described the existing society as a unit of disparate parts that 'mix but do not combine 
which each group holds its own religion, its own culture and language, its own ideas 

and ways' (p. 313). As a result, there was a relative absence of consensus values, with 
relative autonomy for the separate parts of the social system, resulting in tension and 
ethnic conflict (Chan, 197 1). 

2.3 Ethnic Differences in Malaysian Society 

The emergence of a plural society motivated by British colonial policy has resulted in 

the Malaysian population today comprising three major ethnic groups, which are 
Malay, Chinese and Indian. They speak different languages, follow different cultures 
and traditions, and commonly profess different religions. The situation was ftuther 
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aggravated when ethnic cleavages were deepened by political, economic and 

educational institutions. 

According to the Census 2000, the total population of Malaysia is nearly 23 million of 

which 21,890 million (95%) are Malaysian citizens. Of the total Malaysian citizens, 
the Malays and other indigenous groups (namely Burniputera, or 'son of the soil') 

comprised over 66.1%, the Chinese 25.3% and Indians 7.4% (Malaysia, 2002a). The 

estimated population in the Eighth Malaysia Plan (RM8) shows the growth of the 

multiethnic population in Malaysia in 2005, when the Malay will comprise 67.3%, 

Chinese 24.5% and the Indians 7.2% of the total population (see Table 2.2). 

Table 2.2: Malaysian Population Growth According to Ethnic Groups 1995 - 2000 

(Million) 

1995 2000 % 2005 

Citizen 19.68 100.0 22.04 100.0 24.66 100.0 

_Total 
Population 20.68 23.27 26.04 

. 
Malay/Bumiputera 12.47 63.3 14.56 66.1 16.59 67.3 

Chinese 5.22 26.5 5.58 25.3 6.04 24.5 

Indian 1.49 7.6 1.63 7.4 1.78 7.2 

Others 0.50 2.6 0.27 1.2 0.25 1.0 

Non-Citizen 1.00 1.23 1.38 

(Source: Malaysia, 2001 a, 2002a & 2002b) 

According to the Malaysian Constitution, a Malay is a person who was bom locally, 
habitually speaks Malay, and who follows Malay customs and professes Islam 
(Hashim, 1976). Religion is highly correlated with ethnicity. Islam is the professed 
religion in Malaysia, and 66% of the Malaysian population is Islamic. For the Malays, 
the sense of ethnic identity is reinforced by Islamic attitudes (Means, 1986). 
Meanwhile, Malaysia as being a multi-religious nation also had other religions such 
as Budhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Confucianism, Taoism and other Chinese 

religions. 
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The Malay and other indigenous groups in Peninsula Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak 

are collectively termed as the 'bumiputera', which literally means 'son of the soil'. On 

the other hand, the Chinese and Indians in the Malaysian population are made up of 

the descendants of immigrants from China and India (Hircshman, 1987). All these 

three major ethnic groups (Malays, Chinese and Indians) have their heritage from the 

great civilisations of Asia, and as a result, ethnic cleavages are underscored. There 

was also a concentration of certain ethnic group in particular geographical areas. The 

non-Malay population is mostly concentrated on the West coast of Peninsula 

Malaysia in the states of Penang, Perak, Selangor, Negeri Sembilan and Melaka (see 

Appendix A). In these states, the non-Malay population made up almost 40 percent of 

the total population. 

According to Ratnam. (1965), there is no cultural homogeneity in Malaysian society 

with each ethnic group having their own religion, language, culture and customs. For 

example, the Malays speak Malay language, another powerful factor in binding the 

Malays together. No doubt, language is an important rallying point for the Malays, 

and it has been one of the most sensitive issues in Malaysian politics. The Chinese are 

the second largest ethnic group bound together by common culture and heritage. The 

Chinese community uses a numbers of dialects including Hokkien, Hakka, Cantonese 

and Mandarin. Even though they are separate linguistic groups and mutually 

unintelligible orally, for the purpose of education and writing, the Chinese use 
Mandarin. In this sense, the written language has been one of the important 

integrating forces amongst the Chinese, besides their common culture and heritage. 

The Indian community in Malaysia is largely South Indian Tamils, constituting about 

85 percent of the total Indian population in Malaysia (Santhiram, 1999). For the 

Indian society in Malaysia, the language spoken is Tamil. 

The different ethnic identities have constituted a multi-ethnic or pluralistic Malaysian 

society. However, even though such distinctive ethnic groups are quite clear, in some 

cases hybrid identities have also occurred because of the processes of assimilation and 
interethnic marriage. For example, a minority of Chinese lineage in Malaysia, known 

as Baba Chinese have adopted much of Malay culture, including language, dress and 

cuisine. In other ways, converting to Islam and the adoption of Malay language and 
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custom normally allows a person of any ancestry to be considered Malay (Othman, 

1983). 

Since the socioeconomic structure of Malaysia before and after independence is 

ethnically divided, it is not surprising that politics, responding to this reality, is also 

organised on this basis. Accordingly, the practice of ethnic-based political parties 

reinforces the distinction of Malaysia's numerous ethnic communities. In this sense, 

most of the political parties in Malaysia were mere pressure groups seeking privileges 

and advantages for their ethnically oriented members (Saad, 1979). They always act 

as a mediator of ethnic symbols and interests. Till today, ethnic differences have been 

given a political dimension; thus education issues are also being structured and 
debated around ethnicity dimensions. 

The championing of educational issues by the pertinent mono-ethnic parties 

perpetuates a clear line of division amongst the three major ethnic groups, Malay, 

Chinese and Indian in terms of each ethnic group's interest in education policy. The 

United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) as the major partner in the ruling 

coalition has worked as a Malay custodian and representative of Malay interests. The 

Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) regarded itself as the guardian of Chinese 

cultural and educational matters; and the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) took up a 

similar role on behalf of the Malaysian Indian. In the same way, other political parties 

outside the ruling coalition and as opposition parties also functioned in a similar role 

of articulating and representing interests amongst the various ethnic groups. For 

example, the Pan Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS) has also played a significant role in 

ensuring and articulating the interests of Malay groups. Identically, the Democratic 

Action Party (DAP) as one of the opposition parties was considered an envoy for 
Chinese interests. 

Accordingly, when education is framed on ethnic lines and interests, the demand for 
policies are always ethnic in orientation. People began to organise themselves along 
ethnic lines to demand betterment in the education field for their ethnic group, and 
seeking political power appeared as the best way to achieve this. Thus, most of the 
political parties in Malaysia are ethnically oriented and exist to look after specific 
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ethnic interests and confront any policy, which might be viewed as leading to a 

marginalisation of their ethnic group. 

Due to these different identities affiliated with various sections of the population in 

Malaysia, the society is divided into major ethnic groups, each with its respective 
identities (Haque, 2003) and with the notion of difference to others. These differences 

between these groups should be called ethnicity. The researcher refers to these 

differences as 'ethnic' because this is the way they have been identified in Malaysian 

pluralistic society by both the government and by individuals themselves. 

Ethnic composition is the key to understanding the whole picture of Malaysian 

economic, political and social patterns. In fact, everything political and economic in 

Malaysia is dominated by the considerations of 'ethnic arithmetic' (Milne, 1967). 

This concept designates the pattern of the social arrangement, politics, and economy 

and has helped to shape the Constitution, and influenced the democratic process and 

the party system (Ratnam, 1965, p. 1). In other words, Malaysians are cognisant of 

their ethnic background and are being constantly reminded of the fact in all social, 

economic and political transactions in which they are involved. 

The different ethnic identities in Malaysian society have also affected the formation of 
the state and its policy agendas, especially in the education system. This situation has 
drawn the state into the role of mediating and managing interethnic tensions arising 
from contestation among major ethnic groups for sharing economic and political 
power and cultural space. In the following section, the researcher explains briefly 

education policies in Malaysia since British Colonial administrations, which are 
related to ethnic differences in Malaysian plural society. 

2.4 An Overview Educational Policies during the British Period 
The motives of British domination in Malaysia, which was fundamentally economic 
imperialism, governed the British attitudes towards the provision of education. These 

motives became the main mechanism to ensure the compartmentalisation of the 
various ethnic groups and of ensuring socialisation into the respective ethnic groups. 
The result of educational policies of British ruler was a 'vernacular system of 
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schooling'. Figure 2.1 shows the structure of the vernacular system in Malaysia 

during the pre independent period. 

PRIMARY EDUCATION 
I 

Various Syllabuses 

I Chinese Tamil S'hools Religious Schools English Schools Malay Schools C 
Schools 

SECONDARY EDUCATION 
I 

Various Syllabuses 

Madrasah or traditional English Schools Ch nese 
religious schools Schools 

Figure 2.1: Pre Independent Education System in Malaysia 

A dualistic educational policy of official sponsorship of primary Malay vernacular 

education for the indigenous population and a laissez-faire approach for the 
immigrant was introduced by the British administration. Due to their special status, 
the Malays enjoyed compulsory vernacular education at the elementary level, 

supported by the government. For the indigenous Malays, the government felt an 

obligation to provide an elementary form of education designed to keep them in their 

villages to continue in their age-old occupations as farmers and fishermen. The aim of 
educating the Malays was to teach them habits of punctuality and good behaviour 
(Phang, 1973). The primary Malay school curriculum during the British colonial 
period was only for the purpose of meeting minimum requirements for reading, 

writing and calculating (3Rs). Moreover, schooling was limited to four years and 
beside the 3Rs, the Koran was taught (Means, 1986). Malays who sought to obtain a 
better education had to enter the English medium schools. 
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There were two types of English schools established during the British period: one, 

which received financial support and which was controlled by the government and the 

other the mission English school. The English medium schools were originally started 
by the missionary groups. These schools received financial aid from the British 

administration. This missionary role of English education had both positive and a 

negative effects. It made English education much more accessible to the children of 
Chinese and Indian people, a large percentage of whom populated the urban areas 
(Seng, 1975), but in contrast, it received a poor response from the Malay, due to the 

stigma of being operated by Christian missions (Means, 1986). Furthermore, British 

policy in the 1870s and throughout its subsequent administration of the Malay states 

was clearly protective of the Islamic religion, and thus Christian missionary 

enterprises were allowed only in non-Muslim area. As a result, the English-medium 

schools were established in the urban areas, where less than 20 percent of Malays 

lived, and were largely attended by Chinese, Indians, and elite Malays (who sought an 
English-medium education). Thus, Malay as a major indigenous community was 
isolated from the English school, an important agent for modemisation (Seng, 1975). 

Until the 1920s and 1930s, the British authorities ignored the education of the 
immigrant Indians and Chinese and allowed these groups to develop their own 

schools. The Chinese took the initiative to set up schools of their own, usually through 
the initiative of a former teacher or a local community leader (Seng, 1975). 
Originally, the children were taught in the different dialects spoken amongst the 
Chinese and the curriculum was of the old style, for instance, they learned the classics 
and the use of the abacus (Phang, 1973). 

For the Indians, the responsibility of stipulation of education was passed to the estate 
management (Santhiram, 1999). As with the Chinese, the British government treated 
the Indian population as a transient one that would eventually return to India after a 
short sojourn. Consequently, the British also let the Indian community develop their 

own education system with instruction in the mother tongue and their own curriculum 
centred on India. 

After the Second World War, the British colonial rule began to be concerned about 
the direction of the school system in this plural society. The British attempted 
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something like a national policy involvement in the post war years. A central 
Advisory Committee on Education was set up in 1946. Its task was to look into the 

role of education in nullifying communal divisions and achieving the integration of all 
into one Malayan entity. This report suggested that only a neutral language i. e. 
English could unify the multi racial population of the country. However, the Federal 

Legislative Council rejected this report. 

The government appointed another committee in 1950 to look into the issue of Malay 

education. This committee was under the chair of L. J. Bames and the report of the 

committee was called the Bames' Report. This committee recommended a single type 

of primary school open to children of all ethnic backgrounds; here either English or 
Malay would be the medium of instruction. The emphasis was on the primary school 

as an instrument for building a common Malayan nationality (Federation of Malaya, 

1951a). 

The ultimate aim of the Barnes' Report was to promote national unity and nationhood 
through the creation of children who would be bilingual. However, the non-Malays 

would have to pay a very high premium to show their loyalty to the Malayan nation; it 

would mean that they would have to give up their own vernacular schools for the 

implementation of this policy. Especially the Chinese community criticised this 

proposal and the Chinese reaction to its recommendations was swift. They assumed 
that the proposal by the Barnes' Committee did not acknowledge the vernacular 

school system. Two objections were raised; every ethnic group had a right to preserve 
its cultural heritage and it was un ust to create a sense of Malayan identity without 
including the cultural heritages of the immigrant races (Koon, 1988). 

To appease Chinese feelings, the British government formed another committee in 
1951 to encourage tolerance. Dr. WT Fen Wu and Dr. Y. T Wu headed the committee. 
This committee was assigned to oversee all the education domains of the Chinese, 

referring to: 
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Bridging the gap between the present communal system of school and the time 
when education will be on a non-communal basis with English or Malay as 
medium of instruction and other language as optional subject, and advising on 

(ii) Preparation of text books for present use with a Malayan as distinct from a Chinese 
background and content. 

(Federation of Malaya, 195 1 b, p. I-Introduction, 
paragraph 6) 

The recommendations of the Fenn-Wu Report represented the different views of 

nation building inherent in Malayan pluralist society. It took an opposite stand to that 

of the Barnes Report. The Fen-Wu report recommended the continuation of Chinese 

schools and suggested that the Chinese schools should become trilingual as means of 
integrating them into a national system. 

The Education Ordinance of 1952 came into existence based on the Bames and the 

Fen Wu Reports. However, all people in the Federation of Malaya opposed this 

ordinance. Strong opposition came from the Chinese community. They perceived the 

ordinance as a tool to degrade the status of the Chinese language and schools, which 

ultimately would lead to their extinction. On the other hand, the Malays too opposed 
the ordinance on the issue that it would weaken the Malay language (Haris, 1990). 

The education policies and the scenario of the ethnicity and political challenges 
toward the educational policy before independence have been elaborated in general. 
The perspective of the challenges experienced by the govermnent in planning and 
implementing the policies was mostly in relation to ethnicity and political effects such 

as language and in regard to the vernacular school system. The challenges toward the 

setting up of the educational policies for nation building were ceaseless in the process 
of setting up further educational policies. 

2.4.1 British Colonial Education Policy: A Retrospect 
The vernacular education system during the time of British colonial rule of Malaya 

resulted in the strengthening of divisions between the three major ethnic groups, 
which were already distinguished by economic divisions. The differences in the 
me ium. of instruction, curriculum, and the school system have kept the young 
generation of the three major ethnic groups in Malaysia apart and this has led to the 
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deepening of divisions between the groups. There was very limited cultural contact 

and interaction between the young generations of each ethnic group because of the 

apparent differences in the school systems, which did not provide any crosscutting 
links but rather deepened already existing divisions. Thus, this scenario created each 

ethnic group mutually exclusive of each other. In other words, ethnicity elements 

were created by the British policy in the education system, and this has contributed to 

the construction of ethnic identity and culture boundaries between the different ethnic 

groups in education developments since that time. 

The paternalistic and protectionist British attitude towards the Malays was reflected in 

their educational policy to protect the Malays from the impact of modemisation and 

intense competition from the immigrants. However, this also led to inter and intra- 

group separation among the various ethnic groups. Social mobility was unbalanced 

among and within the ethnic groups. The result was an undemocratic and unequal 

educational system, which consisted of double standards in curriculum - there were 

curriculum differences among the schools, with the English School system focused 

more on credentials and meritocracy through various types of examination. 
Furthermore, the English education based on the principle of user fees for the 

immigrants and the Malay masses, but free for a select nobility and royalty 

demonstrates the classic ingredients of a divide and rule policy. Hence, it strengthened 

elitism, when pupils from disadvantage groups were likely to drop out. As Seng 

(1975) has pointed out, for the Malay, the 'British approach to the education of 
Malays focused on two major policy objectives: the preservation of Malay social 

structure and the modernization of Malay royalty' (p. 79). 

In fact, the seeds of separatism were sown because of colonial educational policies 

that allowed four parallel school systems to develop; hence, social and cultural 
divisions were reinforced through education. The result of this arrangement was that 

three forms of ethnic divisions were created i. e. social divisions, cultural divisions and 

economic divisions. Social division came about because English medium education, 
leading to the most prestigious social positions, was only available for the Malay 

aristocracy and urban dwellers; Malay education was available for the subject, and 
largely rural classes. Cultural divisions came about because the four language media 
schools reinforced the ethnic identity and cultural separation of the different ethnic 
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groups. Only the English medium schools were neutral, but they helped create the 

third kind of division - economic, because those who attended them gained socio- 

economic advantage. The residues of this colonial heritage are played out today in 

postcolonial Malaysia. This is what Gregory (2004) has referred to as 'the colonial 

present' despite postcolonial political aspiration. 

2.5 Malaysian Educational Policies: Post Independence 

Due to the social, cultural and economic divisions, which were created by the British 

colonial policy, especially in education, the formulation and implementation of 

educational policies for and in independent Malaya have focused on creating a mutual 

outlook and shared loyalty to the country. For the following discussion of the 

Malaysian educational policies after independence, I will divide the period into two 

phases which consist of the period from 1957 to 1967, and the second phase from 

1967 till 1970. 

2.5.1 Developing the Malaysian Outlook: The Education System 

The settlement of policy in education for post independence was the result of an 

agreement reached among the major ethnic communities (Malay, Chinese and 

Indians). This consensus agreement amongst political elites from the three major 

ethnic groups can be looked as a binding agreement between all major ethnic groups 

in Malaysia. 

In state and public discourse, the consensus between the major ethnic groups has 

commonly been understood as a 'social contract' between them. This contains 

provisions which protect the legitimate interests of each community in the country 

and is enshrined in the Malaysian Constitution. It clearly distinguished the special 
rights of the Malay and other ethnic groups' rights as citizens in Malaysian pluralist 
society. In this sense, the concept of social contract is about the special position for 

the Malays for granting of citizenship. This has been considered as an underpinning 
element for a guiding principle of Malaysian independence and further development 

of the country. In this sense, ethnic compromises between the ma or ethnic groups 
were an important aspect that made the population determined to gain independence 
from the British. In the education context, this compromise and bargaining also 
constructed the policy process and set the scene for political bargaining and striking 

34 



fair deals for the ethnic members in relation to language and school in Malaysian 

education system. Such accommodative politics have been the norm in education 

policy since this time. 

This ethnic groups' consensus also framed educational policy in Malaysia when 
independent, and was manifested in the Razak Report of the 1956, that became the 

most consequential document in the subsequent development of Malaysian education 
(Roof, 1974). The Razak Report (1956) stated: 

We believe further that the ultimate objective of educational policy in this country must 
be to bring together the children of all races under a national educational system in which 
the national language is the main medium of instruction, though we recognize that 
progress towards this goal cannot be rushed and must be gradual. 

(Federation of Malaya, Report of the Education Committee 1956, 
p. 3, paragraph 12) 

Amongst the many important aspects of this Report, there was the suggestion the 

Malay language become a compulsory subject to be taught in schools and become the 

sole official language after 1967 (Lim, 1985). This was based on the belief that the 

process of uniting the nation could be achieved through national language in the 

education system. The Razak Report of 1956 clearly stated that the ultimate objective 

of Malay language as a medium of instruction would be gradually implemented in the 
Malaysian education system post independence. 

Based on this notion of language for unifying the nation, the 'ultimate objective' of 
National Language as the medium of instruction in the Malaysian education system 
has underlined the state policy orientation in achieving the aim of national unity. This 
has led to the recognition the national language be used in the education system as an 
instrument to achieve social integration of the different ethnic groups in Malaysia. 
The first step towards implementing national language in the education system 
occurred in 1958 when the state set up for the first time secondary classes in the 
medium of the National Language (Federation of Malaya, 1960, p. 9). 

Another of the major changes resulting from this policy ideology in the Razak Report 
on the Chinese school was the conversion of all Chinese schools into national type 
Chinese medium schools. This included the introduction of common curriculum in the 
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