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1.   What is Bumiputra?
The term bumiputra is used to describe Malays, Orang Asli of Peninsular
Malaysia and natives of East Malaysia (Johan, 2017). The word ‘Malay’ is defined
in Article 160 as: 
“a person who professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay
language and conforms to Malay custom and was before Merdeka Day born in
the Federation or Singapore or born of parents one of whom was born in the
Federation or Singapore, or is on that day domiciled in the Federation or
Singapore; or is the issue of such a person.”

However, this term is not found in the Federal Constitution for ethnic
communities in Peninsular Malaysia. Yet, the term bumiputra or pribumi exists
in the context of the natives of Sabah and Sarawak in Article 161A of the Federal
Constitution which lists down the ethnic groups recognised as natives of Sabah
and Sarawak. 

Article 161A Clause (6) and (7) states that :

(6) In this Article "native" means -

(a) in relation to Sarawak, a person who is a citizen and either belongs to one of
the races specified in Clause (7) as an indigenous to the State or is of mixed
blood-derived exclusively from those races; and 
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(b) in relation to Sabah, a person who is a citizen is the child or grandchild of a
person of a race indigenous to Sabah and was born (whether on or after
Malaysia Day or not) either in Sabah or to a father domiciled in Sabah at the
time of the birth.

(7) The races to be treated for the purposes of the definition of "native" in
Clause(6) as indigenous to Sarawak are the Bukitans, Bisayahs, Dusuns, Sea
Dayaks, Land Dayaks, Kadayans, Kalabit, Kayans, Kenyags (Including Sabups
and Sipengs), Kajangs (including Sekapans,. Kejamans, Lahanans, Punans,
Tanjongs dan Kanowits), Lugats, Lisums, Malays, Melanos, Muruts, Penans,
Sians, Tagals, Tabuns and Ukits.                                                

   - Constitution of Malaysia 1957
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Article 153 Clause (1) of the Federal
Constitution state that:

‘It shall be the responsibility of the Yang di-
Pertuan Agong to safeguard the special
position of the Malays and natives of any of
the States of Sabah and Sarawak and the
legitimate interests of other communities by
the provisions of this Article’ (Delegates of
Reid Commission and Cobbold Commission,
1957).

The term ‘special position’ of the Malays and
natives of Sabah and Sarawak mentioned are
further specified on how it is achieved in
Article 153 by establishing quotas for entry
into the civil service, public scholarships and
public education. This shows that the special
position in Article 153 doesnot include the
Orang Asli of Peninsular Malaysia. However,
Article 8 does allow for special laws to be
made for the benefit of the Orang Asli of
Peninsular Malaysia.

Article 8 states that: 

“This Article does not prohibit any provision
for the protection, well-being or
advancement of the aboriginal peoples of
the Malay Peninsula (including the
reservation of land) or the reservation to
aborigines of a reasonable proportion of
suitable positions in the public service”.

Based on the articles quoted above, the
definition of bumiputra in the Federal
Constitution is the natives of Sabah and
Sarawak. Hence, the term “bumiputra” is not
a legal term, but a policy construct used after
the New Economic policy was implemented.
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t the beginning of the 1970s, the Malaysian government
implemented preferential policies in favour of the Malay..
These

2.   A Short History of Race-Based Policies in Education

These policies were implemented under the aegis of New
Economic Policy (NEP) (1971–1990) and incorporated into the
official development plans (from the Second Malaysia Plan right
up to the Fifth Malaysia Plan and subsequently the First Outline
Perspective Plan to the Second Outline Perspective Plan). The
NEP was implemented after the 13 May 1969 incident to create
the socio-economic conditions for national unity by reducing
poverty and economic disparities, especially between
Bumiputeras and non-Bumiputeras (Sua & Santhiram, 2017). 

In the case of the Malays, they were deprived of the much-
needed socioeconomic mobility as they were encouraged by the
British colonial government to engage in the semi-subsistence
rural peasant economy that offered little socioeconomic
advancement. They were also provided with a rural-based
primary education with a curriculum that emphasized weaving,
carpentry, basket-making and gardening with little arithmetic,
reading and writing along with the teaching of moral education
to instil obedience to 

 

A  
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authority basket-making and gardening with little arithmetic,
reading and writing along with the teaching of moral education
to instil obedience to authority. 

The Chinese were encouraged by the British colonial
government to engage in the modern cash economy leading to
the proliferation of Chinese townships or urban settlements and
the emergence of a merchant class. Meanwhile, the Chinese had
far better educational opportunities than the Malays due to the
strong development of the Chinese school system that
comprised the Chinese primary and secondary schools. For
instance, as early as 1938, there were already 996 Chinese
primary schools and 36 Chinese secondary schools whereas,
there were only 788 Malay primary schools in Malaya. Apart from
the Chinese schools, the Chinese could also attend
urban-based English schools established by the British colonial
government and the Christian missionaries. The English schools
were known as the best means of educational mobility in the
country. 

After the British left, the educational mobility of the Malays
remained terminal at the primary level as there was little
opportunity for Malay secondary education. In 1965, the first
Malay-medium secondary school that is the Alam Shah school,
was established. Back then, the population census showed that
the average educational attainment of the Malays was 2.09
years, below the average educational attainment of the country
is 2.27 years.

The lack of socioeconomic mobility among the Malays was one of
the causes of the racial riots in the aftermath of the 1969 General
Election, more so when their political position in some states was
threatened by the opposition political parties. After the racial
riots, the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO)-led
government began to implement preferential policies under the
aegis of the NEP to advance their socioeconomic mobility (Sua
and Santhiram, 2017).
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Universities
Straight after the implementation of the NEP, the
National Operations Council (NOC) introduced an
ethnic quota system in all Malaysian public
universities to ensure that the cohort would consist
of 55:45 percent of Bumiputera and non-
Bumiputera. In 2002, the government decided to
abolish the quota system and all admission to
public universities are based on meritocracy (Mohd
Arshad, 2016). Despite the government’s claim on
abolishing the quota system, in the 2013/2014 intake
alone, out of 41,573 places in public universities, 77%
were awarded to Bumiputera, 19% to Chinese, and
only 4% to Indian (Pak, 2013). The admission
breakdown further proves that Malaysia’s public
universities’ entrance criteria are not transparent
and are based on arbitrary factors instead of merits.
The lack of transparency does not stop at university
admission but also covers the selection of courses,
scholarships and loans (Kua, 2019). 

Pre-Universities 
Currently, the pathways taken by Bumiputeras are
Asasi, STPM and Matriculation, while non-
Bumiputeras can either take Sijil Tinggi
Persekolahan Malaysia (STPM) or Matriculation after
finishing high school. Maszlee Malik, the then
Minister of Education, came forward and
emphasised that public universities admission are
all solely based on merit. He argued that for the
2018/2019 intake, approximately 24,000 STPM
graduates and 20,000 matriculation graduates
were admitted to public universities (MalaysiaKini,
2019). 
Regardless, it is still worth noting that a 90:10
bumiputera to non-bumiputera quota rule is still
being implemented today for the Matriculation
programme. In 2019, the then government, Pakatan 
Harapan was under fire when they announced        
 the Bumiputera quota would remain at 90% while

the Bumiputera quota would remain at 90% while
increasing the intake of non-Bumiputeras from
2,500 to 4,000 (Kua, 2019). Teo Kok Seong, a
professor from the National University of Malaysia
(UKM), stated that Matriculation is shorter and
easier to score than STPM, adding that
Matriculation lasts for a year while STPM lasts for
two years. He pointed out that it is unfair for non-
Bumiputeras as the two pathways, Asasi and
Matriculation, only strongly favour a particular racial
group, that is the Bumiputera (Kaur, 2019). It should
be made aware that only six Asasi programmes are
open to non-Bumiputeras. Asasi programmes are
pre-university courses provided by local public
universities for students aiming to study at such
establishments for their degrees. At the University
of Malaya, the best public university in Malaysia, out
of four Asasi programs offered, only one is provided
to non-Bumiputeras, Foundation for Islamic
Science Studies and Islamic Studies. However, the
more competitive courses such as Foundation in
Life Sciences, Physical Sciences and Special
Preparatory Program to Enter Japanese Universities
are only open to Bumiputeras.

Secondary Schools
On top of that, secondary schools in Malaysia are
built exclusively reserved for Bumiputeras called
Maktab Rendah Sains Mara (“MRSM”) that were
established to produce holistic Bumiputera
students in the field of science and technology.
MRSM has a 10% quota for non-Bumiputeras, and
for the 2019 intake, out of 7000 seats offered across
54 MRSM in Malaysia, only 700 were allocated for
non-Bumiputeras (Sukaimi, 2018). 
MRSM, pre-university programs (Matriculation and
Asasi) and public universities utilise government
funds paid by all Malaysian taxpayers regardless of
their race. Hence, why is only one racial group able
to gain a higher advantage than other racial groups
despite contributing funds to such establishments. 

3.  RACIAL QUOTAS IN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM
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Social mobility refers to the movement or shift of
an individual’s social strata. We will be focusing on
intergenerational social mobility, which compares
the socio-economic status of parents and their
children at a working age.

According to the Khazanah Research Institute
(2016), tertiary education attainment is significant
for upward mobility for children from B40
backgrounds. Based on their survey, children from
B40 backgrounds with tertiary education are 4.6
times more likely to be upwardly mobile than
children without tertiary education (Khazanah
Research Institute, 2016). Hence, any factors that
inhibit an individual’s achievement of tertiary
education will likely strongly hinder their chances
of moving up the social ladder. Thus, it is no
surprise that racial quotas significantly determine
the likelihood of upward social mobility that
underprivileged children from non-Bumiputera
backgrounds have. 

Despite the supposed abolishment of racial
quotas in public universities, a significant disparity
still exists between races admitted (Pak, 2013). Any
non-Bumiputera students who cannot enter
public universities would have to further their
studies in private universities. In fact, the private
universities in Malaysia have been booming, with
students in the private sector increasing at 131% in
2010 compared to 2000 (Cheong, Hill and Leong,
2016). Private universities generally have more
expensive tuition fees than public universities
that are subsidized by the government. Hence,
non-Bumiputeras who can’t enter public
universities and can’t afford the high fees of
private universities will have to forgo their tertiary
education. This might potentially lead to a wide
gap in mobility opportunities between non-
Bumiputeras and Bumiputeras from B40 

The Implication of Racial
Quotas on Social Mobility and
Generational Poverty

4. 
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backgrounds, as tertiary education attainment is
an essential factor for children from impoverished
backgrounds for upward mobility (Khazanah
Research Institute, 2016). This gap will likely lead
to a larger proportion of non-Bumiputera
children from B40 backgrounds being stuck in
the lower-income quantiles compared to
Bumiputera children from B40 backgrounds
down the line.

The disparity between races admitted signifies the
prevalent barrier that non-Bumiputeras from
lower-income backgrounds face in their attempt
to break free from the shackles of their social class.
However, the restrictions do not stop there. With
the aforementioned pre-university programmes
explicitly implementing quotas comes a severe
limit in the choices students from B40
backgrounds have, fresh out of high school. Such
restrictions impede the meritocratic future that
Malaysia should strive towards and remain a stain
on the Education Blueprint 2013-2025, which
states that all Malaysian children deserve equal
access to education regardless of their race
(Malaysian Ministry of Education, 2013). 

The government should carry out more
immediate measures such as need-based policies
to ensure that educational opportunities should
be easily accessed by the underprivileged
regardless of their racial backgrounds. In fact,
statistics from the Khazanah Research Institute
(2016) show that only 5% of Indian children with
parents who have no formal education have
achieved tertiary education, whereas 85% will
have achieved only secondary education level. On
the contrary, 33% of Bumiputera children born to
parents with no formal education have tertiary
education. These statistics highlight Malaysia’s
rather sombre reality, which signifies that
although racial quotas might not be the only
reason for curbing tertiary education attainment
for underprivileged children from non-
Bumiputera backgrounds, it still holds a
significant role, as evident by the stark contrast in
tertiary education attainment between both
races.
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Educational Quality & Opportunities in
Non-Urban & in Rural Regions of
Malaysia
Based on a study conducted by Othman and Muijs (2013),
four quality factors to improve Malaysian primary
education were suggested, which are educational
resources, school climate, leadership and parental
involvement (Ching & Loke, 2016). The educational
resources are physical resources such as educational
videos, multimedia presentations, and hands-on
experience that the school can facilitate. Apart from that,
a school climate referred to here provides a conducive
environment that makes learning and working effective.
Leadership and parents' involvement is connected as
teachers take up the role of educating in school whereas
parents should be interested and involved in their child’s
education when they're at home. These factors should be
applied in all education systems, especially providing
education in rural areas.

1.
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Issues Related to Education in Rural Areas

Issue 1: Access to School and Infrastructure

(a)  Physical Access to School 
School children of Sarawak reside furthest from their educational grounds
compared to the rest of the states in Malaysia. The image below depicts: 14.2% of
households in Sarawak live more than 9 km from the nearest government
school, the highest percentage compared to other states, followed by Sabah
with 9.7% and Pahang with 5.0% (Malaysia Indicator, 2016). A possible justification
behind this is that Sarawak has the largest surface area among all states in
Malaysia. In addition, as of 2018, 721 schools in Sarawak did not have proper road
access that included 200 schools that were only accessible by river or sea.

Source: Malaysia indicator, 2016 for the image

(b)  Access to Education: Limited Space/Quota in a School/Class
Due to the infrastructure issues, parents reported instances where the
classrooms had reached the maximum capacity when they wanted to enrol
their children in school (Kanyakumari, 2019). Access to education is then made a
‘privilege’ for those who managed to enrol in time, or for those who can afford to
travel further to explore alternative schools.

(c)  Poor School Infrastructure & Facilities
In 2005, 5,077 (66.8%) primary schools and 792 (39.0%) secondary schools did
not have proper infrastructure and learning facilities. 767 primary schools and
28 secondary schools, for example, do not have access to 24-hour electricity
supply, and some did not have a regular supply of diesel to run their generators.
Some were supplied with low voltage electricity which was for ICT use. A clean
water supply was not available in 1,517 primary schools and in 68 secondary
schools. A number of these schools in rural areas are unable to access ICT
(Nordin, 2011). 
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Issue 2: School Dropouts

Reasons for school dropouts in rural areas that have been reported are the
locality of the school, inability to travel and affordability (Goh, 2019). Another
reason for school dropouts in rural areas is students ending their education in
primary education due to the Education Act 1996 stating that only primary
education is compulsory education. Presently, secondary education has not
been made legally compulsory, although the government has committed to
making both lower secondary and upper secondary education mandatory by
2015 as stated in the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-2025 (Asian Strategy &
Leadership Institute, 2020). However, at the time of writing this article, the
Malaysian government has not made any further progress in this area. Support
systems for those from low-income families need to be provided to make this
more feasible.

Issue 3: Lack of Supply of Quality Teachers in Rural Areas

Rural schools in Malaysia consistently suffer from a severe teacher shortage and
high demand for teacher replacements. Rural teachers faced considerable
obstacles in their teaching work due to lack of parental involvement, low
motivation among students, lack of teaching aids and inadequate facilities. 87%
of teachers in rural schools in Malaysia had less than five years of teaching
experience. These inexperienced teachers were more vulnerable to feeling
overwhelmed and losing motivation when faced with the difficult work
conditions in rural schools.

When rural teachers were surveyed, 56% of them indicated that they did not
have adequate skills to perform their duties effectively, 36% reported that their
last training took place in the previous year and 46% reported that they had
never attended any in-service training (Ching and Loke, 2016). Teachers seemed
to emphasize the need for in-service training, and one study found that 61% of
the teachers indicated that in-service training and guidance was more
important than pre-service training. 
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Presently, the B40 community has faced
many challenges during the Covid-19
pandemic. As for the students in these
communities, receiving an education was
the biggest issue that needed to be solved.
The issues are due to internet
connectivity, online learning access and
online teaching delivery in rural and
remote schools in Malaysia. Hardships of
students from these communities have
been reported, such as parents travelling
an extra mile from home to get coverage
for their children, a university student in
Sabah spending a day on a tree to take an
online examination, poor home
environment and many more (Imm, 2021).
Teachers would also go the extra mile to
deliver their lessons to their students, such
as accommodating deadlines for students
to complete assignments, call or short
message these students that have no
internet access and no facilities.
The school dropout rate since the
pandemic started has increased. A report
stated that 7% of upper secondary age
children in the B40 community, of which
9% were boys, did not return to school.
Parents have expressed that their children
have lost interest in education which is
suggested to be caused by the movement
control order (MCO). In a survey conducted
by United Nations Population Fund
(UNFPA) and United Nations Children's
Fund (Unicef), the cost was found to be the
biggest factor contributing to
disenfranchisement as the majority of
families reported difficulties in meeting
costs associated with school 

attendance, especially among female-
headed households. In the same survey
mentioned, 8 out of 10 students come
from households with no computer or
laptops whereas 9 out of 10 only had
smartphones as their learning devices
which are necessary for online learning
during MCO as schools were closed.
Moreover, mental health has taken a toll on
these families, with almost a fifth reporting
feeling depressed, which may increase
domestic violence among these
communities. The number was found to be
much higher among female-headed
households (Zahiid, 2020). 
Many initiatives have been taken to aid the
B40 community students to receive
education online. The Higher Education
Ministry distributed approximately 200,000
data plans and 4,000 devices to students
to help them gain access to quality
education. Moreover, the Malaysian
Communications and Multimedia
Commission (MCMC) through the National
Digital Network outlined plans for full 4G
coverage in populated areas and they had
also partnered with telecommunication
companies to provide free Wi-Fi hotspots
to 130 selected People’s Housing Projects
and cash subsidies to buy devices (Imm,
2021). Despite these initiatives, insufficient
attention has been paid to the B40's
psychological stress and other family
hurdles, which need immediate attention
as they distract B40 students in online
learning.

2.   Barriers in Education for the B40 Community during
the Covid-19 Pandemic
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Orang Asli Community

ORANG ASLI COMMUNITY     15



1.  Orang Asli: The Gap in Education
The Cultural Background

The Orang Asli are the indigenous minority people of Peninsular Malaysia. According to
a statistic by Jabatan Kemajuan Orang Asli (Department Of Orang Asli Development or
JAKOA) in 2018, there are about 178,197 Orang Asli (0.6% of the Malaysian population)
living in 854 villages. 

The Orang Asli community comprises three main tribal groups, namely Senoi, Proto
Malays and Negritos, with a total of 18 ethnic subgroups. Senoi is the largest ethnic
group, followed by the Proto Malays and the Negritos. Orang Asli has been described as
a race that is not homogeneous, meaning that they have diverse cultures, beliefs,
languages, traditions and ways of living (Nicholas, 2006 cited in Kamaruddin and Jusoh,
2008). All of these subgroups vary not only by their ethnicity but also their location. 
Only around 2% of Orang Asli villages are located in the vicinity of existing townships
and 61% in the outskirts of existing rural villages, while 37% are located in remote areas.

The Problem

With 98% of the Orang Asli villages located in the outskirts of existing rural villages and
remote areas, the Orang Asli communities face many additional challenges in getting
access to education and educational institutions. These challenges include
geographical barriers, cultural and language barriers, socioeconomic status, and other
systemic challenges they face in school, such as the misalignment of pedagogy with
their culture (Ya Shin Wan, 2020).
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Due to these challenges, the level of
competency among Orang Asli students is not
at par with other children at the national level
primarily due to the degrading or lack of
interest and motivation among Orang Asli
students in education, lack of involvement and
collaboration between community members
(parents, teachers, society, educational
institutions, etc.) and limited access that they
have to the Internet and digital learning
platforms, which has been exacerbated by the
pandemic (Ramlah Jantan and Aslina Ahmad,
2013; Norlizah Che Hassan and Thava. M., 2017).
High school dropout rates, low academic
performance, and school absenteeism have
been attributed to their lack of interest in an
education system perceived as unrelated to
their way of life (Azlin Norhaini Mansor et al.,
2013).

2.  Educational Policies for the
Orang Asli Community
A number of educational policies and
programmes have been put in place in
addressing the challenges and struggles faced
by the Orang Asli communities (Ya Shin Wan,
2020). However, many of the programmes lack
contextualisation and localisation of the
curriculum and offer inadequate training for
teachers assigned to teach Orang Asli
students.
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Pensiangan-
Salinatan (2003)

Aim: Improve the
students’ academic
achievement

*BM, English,
Science and Maths
modules

Helpful in assisting teachers
to develop their planning and
implementation skills in
teaching and learning, it has
also developed the teachers’
classroom management
skills and evaluation and
assessment skills (Lau, 2007,
cited in Ya Shin Wan, 2020)

The method of teaching is
done based on the
perception that literacy is a
uniform, technical skill
without taking into account
the social practice and local
context of the students (Aziz,
2010, cited in Ya Shin Wan,
2020:25)

KIA2M (2006)

Aim: Intervention to
develop basic
reading and writing
skills

*The programme
for Orang Asli
students focused
on the basic literacy
in Bahasa Melayu
by incorporating
cross-curricular
learning of using
Music, Visual Arts
and Physical
Education in the
learning of the
language and
adopting the
indigenous
pedagogy

An increase in the number of
Orang Asli students in
reading and writing were
recorded, but a high failure
rate of 50% is observed in
many schools (Md Nor et al.,
2011)

There were improvements in
the scores obtained by the
students despite a shallow
passing rate in tests (Ya Shin
Wan, 2020)

Only 53.8% mastered basic
literacy and arithmetic skills
in 2001, and the result
declined to 23% in 2008, and
50% of the students were still
unable to read and write,
which indicates that it was
not a successful intervention
programme (Chew, 2018, and
Mahyuddin et al. 2009, cited
in Ya Shin Wan, 2020)

Large class size; lack of
training and support
system for teachers;
teaching was not done
based on creating
literacy and meaningful
reading and writing; lack
of interest from parents;
and lack of monitoring of
students’ performance
after the programme
(Mahyuddin et al. 2009,
cited in Ya Shin Wan,
2020)

Lack of training could be
attributed to the
incompatibility of the
teachers assigned for the
programme (as they are
not BM teachers), long
travelling time to the
schools and the extra
workload they have (Ya
Shin Wan, 2020)

Programme
 

Impact
 

Challenges
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The Integrated
Curriculum for
Orang Asli and
Penan Schools
(KAP) (2007)

Aim: Improve
literacy proficiency
in 3Ms (membaca,
menulis, mengira)
skills

*Modules are
developed based
on the national
primary curriculum,
KBSR then KSSR
and adopted the
Minimum
Adequate Syllabus
approach

Positive results have been
seen in regard to school
performance and students’
attendance rate, as well as a
general improvement in the
basic literacy 3Ms (reading,
writing, arithmetic) skills

Ministry of Education (MOE)
reported that 3 out of 6
Orang Asli schools
implementing KAP for six
years have improved by one
band

The newly developed
curriculum has shown that
teaching and learning are
only effective if the modules
are customised according to
the students’ needs, which
means that teachers’ training
and professional
development is highly
significant in determining
the success of the
educational initiatives (Md
Nor et al, 2011)

It has been suggested
that the syllabus is not
suitable for the Orang
Asli students as the level
of language in the
module was
incompatible with the
skills of the Orang Asli
students, and needs to
be tailored to their
culture and surroundings
(Mihat, 2015 cited in Ya
Shin Wan, 2020).
However, it has been an
ongoing concern among
the policymakers and
Orang Asli educators that
an alternative syllabus
would put the Orang Asli
students at a
disadvantage and
separate them from the
rest of the mainstream
students
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Provision of support to parents and guardians of
Orang Asli children in order to embrace inclusive
education

Teaching materials need to incorporate elements of
diversity, as this is often ignored in the current
system

Most importantly, the belief that inclusive education
is possible and desirable. Regrettably, the key barrier
to inclusion in education is actually the lack of belief
that it is not only feasible but also desirable.

In relation to the previous point, teachers need to
possess values, knowledge and attitudes that allow
every student to succeed for inclusion to be realised.
However, teachers are not immune to bias, and
seeing some students as unable to learn can mean
teachers struggle to see each student’s potential.

3  Moving Forward
Contextualising Education: Building a More
Inclusive Education for Orang Asli

“Education can help build inclusive societies when it
sees learner diversity not as a problem but as a
challenge: to identify individual talent in all its shapes
and forms and create the conditions in which it can
flourish. Unfortunately, vulnerable groups are often
kept out or pushed out of education systems through
decisions that lead to the exclusion of marginalized
groups from curricula, irrelevant learning objectives,
stereotyping in textbooks, discrimination in resource
allocation and assessment, tolerance of violence and
neglect of needs.”

Global Education Monitoring Report 2020

The education ecosystem involves more than just
teachers and students. An effective education ecosystem
requires the involvement of the whole community, and
the Orang Asli education is no exception to that
(Norwaliza Abdul Wahab et al., 2016). Therefore, in the
effort to build a more inclusive and effective education
for Orang Asli, a number of aspects (of the education
ecosystem) should be taken into consideration and
given profound attention. These include (Global
Education Monitoring Report, 2020):
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In order to build an inclusive education for Orang Asli, as
the name goes, it is highly fundamental to include and
incorporate Orang Asli’s views and voices. Tackling social
inequality and specifically, education inequity faced by
the Orang Asli community requires their voice to be
HEARD and INCLUDED. Contextualising and
indigenising educational policies and programmes
requires a high level of involvement of the Orang Asli as
they are the main stakeholder. 

“Consultation and participation from the Orang Asli in
these policies and programmes need to be increased at
all levels: national, state, district, school and community.
Feedback and consultation are important to evaluate
the policies and programmes that will support and
localize the indigenous context.” 

 (Ya Shin Wan, 2020)

Providing Support for Educators Teaching the
Orang Asli Community

Samuel Isaiah, a champion of Orang Asli education,
mentions that educators must have a community in
which they can share their expertise and discuss with
one another. In addition, they must also be critical and
reflect on their methodologies in teaching, especially in
teaching Orang Asli students. With that said, both
parties of educators—those who give and need support
—need to realise the importance of having a
community that can work together and act as a support
system for the future of the Orang Asli children.

Apart from that, Dr Sumathi Renganathan, a lecturer at
Universiti Teknologi Petronas (UTP) who has been
actively involved with on-the-ground work and engaging
Orang Asli children, pointed out that none of the
underperforming Orang Asli schools has a landline, let
alone Internet access. Therefore, in assessing this
circumstance, educational institutions need to think of
support they can provide to the school, including
ensuring that teachers’ wellbeing is taken care of and
providing assistance or guidance for teachers in
preparing teaching materials for distance learning. 
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4  Reflection: Education ‘for’ Orang Asli or ‘with’ Orang
Asli?
To conclude, it is worth pondering on a critical question highlighted by Dr Sumathi in
one of her writings. Looking at education for the Orang Asli communities, ‘from whose
perspectives or worldview is education presented for Orang Asli’? ‘How do Orang Asli
children experience schooling?’ (Sumathi Renganathan, 2018).

With school being a distinctly ‘foreign territory’ for Orang Asli children - where they
encounter outsiders and be out of their village for the very first time, the anxiety and
fear that they face is something that must be acknowledged by teachers and
educational institutions, especially when they experience the ‘sense of being different’
in a classroom setting (Sumathi Renganathan, 2018). While the Education Ministry has
addressed a number of initiatives, there is still a lot of awareness to be raised on
embracing a culturally relevant approach—also known as ‘culturally sustaining
pedagogy (CSP) (Ferlazzo, 2017). Making education relevant to the community and
something they can relate to is highly important to tackle the dropout issue among
Orang Asli students that are partly linked to their degrading interest or motivation to
continue learning.

In embracing inclusivity and diversity and unity and harmony, it is important not to
impose a preconceived notion or ideas based on one’s world view onto others. Our
background and upbringing influence our identity and perception of the world. As
mentioned by Dr Sumathi, “we are all shaped by our worldviews, and indigenous
communities’ worldviews can differ considerably from the cultural worldviews of
dominant societies”. It is undeniably crucial for schools that accommodate the Orang
Asli students to be aware of the mismatch between mainstream educational practices
or approaches and indigenous children (Sumathi Renganathan, 2018). 
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