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How far we have come since 1957 
The support and resources that a system 

provides to schools playa critical role' 
in how schools perform as they enable 

teachers and principals to focus on their core 
business of delivering effective teaching and 
learning. A country's investment in its educa
tion system is therefore an important meas
ure of its commitment. 

The Malaysian Government has sustained 
high levels of investment in education over 
the 55 years since independence. As early as 
1980, the Malaysian federal government's 
spending on primary and secondary edu
cation, as a percentage of Gross Domestic 
Product (GOP), was the highest in East Asia. 

In 2011, the amount spent, at 3.8% of GOP 
or 16% of total government spending, was 
not only higher than the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(DECO) average of 3.4% of GOP and 8.7% of 
total public spending respectively, but also at 
par with or more than top-performing sys
tems like Singapore. japan and South Korea 
(See Chart). 

In 2012, with an education budget ofRM37 
billion, the Government has continued to 
devote the largest proportion of its budget, 
16%, to the ministry. This demonstrates the 
very real commitment the Goverment has to 
education as national priority. 

The education ·system has made tremen
dous progress since 1957. at the time of 
Independence, over half the population had no 
formal schooling,while only 6% of Malaysian 
children had been educated to secondary level, 
and a paltry 1 % to the post -secondary level. 
Five and a half decades later, access to educa-' 
tion has been transformed beyond recognition. 

In 2011, Malaysia had achieved near uni-

Afundamental objective of any education 
system is to ensure that its students are 
being equipped with the k.nowledge 

and skills required for success in life. 

Basic education expenditure' as a percentage 
of total government expenditure for Malaysia and peersz 
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, Includes operating expenditure and capital/development expenditure for basic education (primary and secondary) 
• Peers based on the following categorisation: Asian Tigers (Hong Kong, Singapore, 5. Korea, Japan); 5EA neighbours 

Ondonesia, Thailand Singapore), and comparable GDP per capita (Mexico and Chile) 
• Data for 2010 
Note: Data from 2008 or 2010 depending on latest available data. 

Source: Ministry of Education Malaysia; GECD -Education at a Glance2011; Singstat; Ministry of Finance Thailand, Ministry of 
Finance IndoneSia; Education Bureau a/Hong Kong. 

versal enrolment at the primary level at 94%, 
and the percentage of students who dropped 
out of primary school had been significantly 
reduced (from 3% in 1989 to just 0.2% in 2011 ). 

Enrolment rates at the lower secondary 
level (Form 1 to 3) had risen to 87%. The 
greatest improvement was undoubtedly at 
upper secondary level (Form 4 to 5), where 
enrolment rates had almost doubled, from 
45% in the 1980's, to 78% in 2011. These 
enrolment rates are even higher once enrol
ment in private schools is factored in: 96% at 
primary, 91% at lower secondary, and 82% at 
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upper secondary level. 
These rates are higher than most developing 

countries; although they are still lower than 
. that of high-performing education systems like 
Singapore and South Korea. In parallel, there 
has been rapid expansion in preschool educa
tion: Around 77% of students are now enrolled 
in some form of preschool education ( either 
public or private), and the target is for univer
sal enrolment through the Education National 
Key Results Area (NKRA) in the Government 
Transformation Programme (GTP). 

The Significant improvement in access to 
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Our country 
requires a 
transformation 
of its entire 
education 
system •• ~ there 
is now a need 
to understand 
alJd improve 
the dynamics 
of the teaching andl earning 
process . 
- Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Raz~, 
Preliminary Report Malaysia Education 
Blueprint 2013-2025 

education is echoed by a similar improvement 
in attainment. Youth literacy has risen from 
88% in 1980 to near-universal literacy of 99% 
today, while adult literacy has increased even 
more dramatically, from less than 70% to over 
92% in the same time frame. 

Further, the proportion of the adult 
population (aged 15+) with no schooling has 
declined, from 60% in 1950 to less than 10% 
in 2010, while the proportion (aged 15+) 
that has completed secondary education has 
risen from around 7% in 1950 to almost 75% 
over the same time period (Exhibit 2). These 
are achievements of which Malaysia can be 
proud. 
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Historically, the Malaysian education 

system, like others around the world, has 
emphasised the development of strong 
content kndWledge in subjects such as sci
ence, mathematics and language. There is, 
however, increasing global recognition that 
it is no longer enough for a student to leave 
school with the 

Comparison of Malaysia'sPISA 2009+ ranking against other countries Regional peers 

3 Rs (Reading, 
writing & arith
metic). The 
emphasis is no 
longer just on 
the importance 
of knowledge, 
but also on 
developing 
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Provide equal access to 
quality education 

higher-order thinking skills (HOTS). 
While Malaysian students performance has 

improved over several decades, those remark
able gains may be at risk in both relative and 
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1 Shanghai~China 575 
2 Finland' 554 
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