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INTRODUCTION

Malaysia, in comparison to some of the other coun-
tries in South East Asia, is relatively small, with a
size of 329,750 km2 and a population of 25.45 million
(first quarter of 2004). Yet, the country, which
comprises the peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, and
Sarawak, is undoubtedly one of the most rapidly
developing countries in the region. Figure 1 shows
Malaysia’s capital Kuala Lumpur and important
cities.

This article discusses mainly the institutions in
Malaysia offering distance education (DE) using
educational technology, and it identifies the front line
for the educational technology concern. In order to
get a clear picture about Malaysian distance educa-
tion, the reader must understand the Malaysian
education system generally.

MALAYSIAN EDUCATION SYSTEM

Education is a priority concern of the Malaysian
government, and annually, the biggest amount of the
national budget is allocated for educational pur-
poses. The objectives of the Ministry are reflected in
the National Philosophy of Education, which states
that education in Malaysia is an ongoing effort
toward further developing the potential of individuals
in a holistic and integrated manner, so as to produce
individuals who are intellectually, spiritually, emo-
tionally, and physically balanced and harmonious,
based on the firm belief in and devotion to God. Such
an effort is designed to produce Malaysian citizens
who are knowledgeable and competent, who pos-
sess high moral standards, and who are responsible
and capable of achieving a high level of personal

well-being, as well as being able to contribute to the
harmony and betterment of the family, the society,
and the nation (Zakaria, 2000).

In Malaysia, primary and secondary school edu-
cation is free for students between the ages of seven
to 17 (a total of 11 years of universal education). The
admission age to the first year of primary school is
usually seven, and the graduating age for a first
bachelor’s degree is about 22 years old. Over 97%
of 7-year-old children are enrolled in the public
school system. Malaysia has a literacy rate of 93%,
which is one of the highest in the world. The govern-
ment is soon to make primary education compulsory
for all Malaysian children.

The Malaysian education system conducts edu-
cation from preschool to higher education, as grouped
below.

• preschool education from age five (for two to
three years)

• primary education from age seven (for five to
six years)

• lower secondary education from age 13 (for
three years)

• upper secondary education from age 16 (for
two years)

• postsecondary education or sixth form from
age 18 (for one to one-and-a-half years)

• higher education
• undergraduate studies from age 20 (for three

to five years)
• postgraduate studies (for one to five years)

Both publicly and privately funded educational
institutions exist in the national education system.
There is free primary and secondary school educa-
tion in the public sector, but not in the private sector.
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Most primary and secondary school education for
Malaysian children is provided by the government
and public schools. The private sector plays a signifi-
cant role in tertiary education but contributes mini-
mum at primary and secondary levels.

The national curricula at primary and secondary
levels prepare students for the common public ex-
aminations at the end of the primary, lower second-
ary, and upper secondary levels. Bahasa Malaysia
(Malay language) is our national language and En-
glish is a compulsory subject in the schools. How-
ever, to meet the needs of the multiethnic nature of
the population, the ethnic schools (known as na-
tional-type schools) are allowed to set up and use
Mandarin or Tamil as the medium of instruction.

The national public examinations at the primary
and secondary levels include the Ujian Penilaian
Sekolah Rendah (UPSR), or the primary school
assessment examination, at the end of sixth year of
primary education; the Penilaian Menengah Rendah
(PMR), or lower secondary assessment, at the end
of the third year in the lower secondary level; and the
Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM), or Malaysian Cer-
tificate of Education, for students at the end of the
second year of upper secondary level or their Form
five studies (usually 17 years of age). Students who
perform well on the SPM will graduate to the

postsecondary level, which begins with Form 6 for
two more years, or they can qualify for the matricu-
lation courses run by the matriculation department of
the Ministry of Education. Form 6 comprises two
years of study in postsecondary schools, at the end
of which the students take the Sijil Tinggi Pelajaran
Malaysia (STPM), or Malaysian Certificate of Higher
Education. The STPM or matriculation certificates
are necessary qualifications to enter Malaysian pub-
lic universities for a first bachelor’s degree course.

Alternatively, for students who do not qualify for
Form 6 or matriculation, or if they choose not to take
these routes, SPM students can opt to enter private
colleges or private universities for preuniversity
programs, and thereafter advance into the bachelor’s
degree program or other professional or semiprofes-
sional courses of their choice. Malaysia’s private
higher educational institutions have played a major
role in providing education to students, and these
have an enrollment of more than 270,900 students,
including 15,000 international students.

Given the formal education process, Malaysian
students are usually able to graduate with their first
bachelor’s degree when they are about 22-years-
old. Meanwhile, there are also many international
schools or expatriate schools being established and
operated in Malaysia that offer primary and second-

Figure 1. Malaysia (Source: http://www.gajahmas.com/skti/mapmalaysia.html)
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