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Introduction 

Malaysia has high hopes for the near future. According to its current phase of development, 

Vision 2020, the nation hopes to “become a fully developed country in its own mould by the year 

2020” by “developing a knowledge-based economy,” and to thereby “advance up the economic 

value chain” (UNDP 2005). 

 In light of these lofty goals, it is instructive to look at the direction that education in 

Malaysia is taking. In Prime Minister Abdullah bin Haji Ahmad Badawi’s introduction of Malaysia’s 

Ninth Five-Year Plan, he identified schools as the pre-eminent site for the formation of national 

unity and cohesion (Badawi 2006). Given such high importance being attributed to education, 

Malaysia does well to ask how realistically its youth are being prepared to realize the goals the 

nation is setting for itself. 

 Part of this self-evaluation was Malaysia’s participation in the OECD’s 2009 Teaching and 

Learning International Survey (TALIS), which “aims to fill important information gaps in the 

international comparisons of education systems” by creating “an opportunity for teachers and 

school principals to give their input into education analysis and policy development” (OECD 

2009). By providing its educators the chance to voice their opinions in a forum where their 

experiences can be compared to their counterparts in affluent countries around the world, 

Malaysia has joined the modern conversation that the OECD’s efforts have enabled. As Martens 

(2007) has noted, in a globalizing world where the demands of a knowledge-based economy are 

often unrelated to region, the example of others and coordination of efforts can lead to globally 

applicable best practices. Malaysia, to become the cutting-edge society it envisions, must use 



TALIS and similar studies to measure its progress, and stimulate that progress where it finds it 

lacking.   

 In this paper, I intend to examine how TALIS reveals successes and challenges for school 

leadership’s role in a larger Malaysian secondary education context. While the general focus of 

TALIS is on teachers, one chapter, “Leading to Learn: School Leadership and Management Styles,” 

is devoted to principals. As the author of the chapter, David Baker, points out, 

To meet the educational needs of the 21st century the principals in primary and 

secondary schools must play a more dynamic role and become far more than an 

administrator of top-down rules and regulations. (OECD 2009, p. 191) 

As Malaysia’s Economic Planning Unit (2007) has similarly pointed out in relation to higher 

education, innovation is critical for taking the important step from a low-cost, low-value added 

production economy, to a regional hub of research-based, high-value added industry. If, in the next 

decade, Malaysia hopes to fulfill its Vision 2020 aims, the leaders of its schools will have to play a 

fundamental role in creating educational environments capable of producing the type of 

innovators that policymakers are calling for and staking the hopes of the nation upon. 

Malaysia: Significant Demographics & History 

 In terms of the TALIS study, Malaysia as a non-OECD member participated as something of 

an outsider. Far from the European/North American OECD heart, analyst Parag Khanna (2008) 

characterizes Malaysia as a rich neighbor in China’s economically-diverse backyard, and thus 

firmly a part of the new Asian regional economic structure. Its place at the center of Southeast Asia 

is well-reflected by its diverse populous. In 2006, Malaysia had a population of over 26 million, 



more than 9 million of whom were under the age of 18 (UNICEF 2009).  While the majority of 

Malaysians are Muslim Malays, there are as well significant numbers of non-Muslim Chinese and 

Indians, as well as non-Muslim Malays concentrated in rural Malaysian Borneo. (Tourism Malaysia 

2009) The Chinese population mostly represents the economic elite, while the Indian Tamil-

speaking population is the poorest segment. Ethnic Malays have since the early 1970’s come to 

constitute a significant urban middle class. 

 Since independence from Great Britain in 1957, education has been a constant emphasis of 

Malaysian government. The government has consistently supported education financially; in 2005 

in the Asia/Pacific region, only New Zealand devoted a greater portion of GDP to education 

(OECD/Korea Policy Centre 2009). Because of Malaysia’s diverse population, where economic 

class often corresponds to ethnicity, the need for national unity has been essential to avoid 

conflict. Therefore, the education system in Malaysia has stressed uniformity across all schools: 

uniformity in curriculum, in examinations, and in language of instruction (Little and Singh 1992).    

General Trends in TALIS 

 In certain aspects, Malaysian schools are very unique when compared to the other 

participating nations. Most strikingly, the schools themselves average 1,046 students, more than 

twice the TALIS average. In terms of individual classrooms, Malaysia also has one of the highest 

student-teacher ratios in TALIS at 35-1.  

The teachers that have to deal with such large schools are some of the youngest in the 

study. The vast majority are between the ages of 30-49, and very few are over the age of sixty. Not 

surprisingly, teacher experience is near the bottom as well, with very few teachers reporting more 

than 20 years of experience. The inability of young teachers to collaborate with more experienced 



colleagues may deprive Malaysian teachers of the tutelage Baker and LeTendre (2005) have noted 

is so valuable in teacher development.  

On the other hand, education levels among Malaysian teachers are strong and rising,  with 

over 86% having attained a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree, and the remainder having achieved 

post-secondary vocational teaching degrees. After the 2003 TIMSS study, the Ministry of 

Education cited the percentage of teachers without post-secondary education as a major area of 

concern (MOE 2005). Since that time, the percentage of teachers with post-secondary degrees has 

risen 10%. This also reflects ex-Prime Minister Badawi’s (2006) pledge to significantly improve 

the number, quality, and standards of teaching colleges, especially in rural Borneo.  

 The rather daunting number of students and inexperience of teachers have not yielded 

consistent findings in terms of student discipline and classroom environment. Surprisingly, 

Malaysian principals reported few impediments to learning caused by student behavior; according 

to them, levels of classroom disturbances, use of profanity, and intimidation among students or 

towards teachers were all well below the TALIS average. Teachers, however, reported spending 

17% of their time addressing discipline issues in the classroom, the second highest percentage in 

TALIS.  Looking at such conflicting reports, it seems safe to assume that principal/teacher 

communication may be a concern. 

 The school system itself is highly organized. Over 95% of Malaysian schools are 

incorporated in the public school system. Students in Malaysia are more likely than any other 

TALIS country to attend secondary school based on location in proximity to their home. Teachers 

are almost all permanently-employed, and individual schools have very little say in hiring/firing 

processes, determining salaries, or choosing courses, textbooks, or course content. 



 From this general picture, we can see the Malaysian secondary school system as a highly-

centralized hierarchy, where the decision-making is passed down from policymakers at the 

national level. Meanwhile, inside enormous schools, large locally-populated classrooms are 

overseen by young, mainly female teachers, while the principal, (as we will see in the next section) 

attempts to run a well-oiled machine, with reports and numbers in abundance to prove it. 

Trends in TALIS: Principals 

Given the discussion so far, it should come as no surprise that Malaysian principals strongly 

tend towards what David Baker calls an administrative leadership style. Baker identifies the major 

concerns of an administrative style as accountability and efficient bureaucracy. Since Malaysian 

principals have very little decision-making responsibilities in terms of curriculum, hiring, course 

content, etc., it seems natural that they should spend their time ensuring that the centrally-

designed policy is implemented in as systematic manner as possible. 

In terms of accountability, Malaysia has one of the most extensive evaluation processes 

among TALIS countries. The vast majority of teachers report being evaluated, both internally and 

externally, at least once a year, and 13.8% report being evaluated once a month. According to 

Leithwood’s model (2005), Malaysian principals are quite clearly using a combination 

professional/management approach. First, professionally the evaluations are meaningful. 

Malaysian teachers, more so than any other TALIS nation, expect monetary raises and position 

advancements based on positive evaluation, which of course encourages teachers to employ the 

“best practices” a professional approach entails. Other nations reveal a far more skeptical attitude 

towards the potential for advancement based on evaluation. Secondly, the management approach 



focuses on goal setting. Principals identified student test scores as their primary concern in 

teacher evaluations, and this easily quantifiable indicator exemplifies a goals-based evaluation.    

For their part, teachers have a very favorable attitude towards evaluation. In addition to 

the promise of promotion mentioned above, teachers reported that evaluations provided useful 

feedback and were often accompanied by plans for correcting weak pedagogical practices. While 

such feedback seems to fit more with an instructional leadership style (OECD p. 195), Malaysian 

evaluations are done in a very professional, regular manner, rather than the ad-hoc style 

instructional leadership Baker describes. 

In discussing accountability in the Malaysian context, Little and Singh’s discussion (1992) 

of the “Diploma Disease” in Asian societies may shed light on the importance attributed to 

evaluations. For Malaysia, education and modernization have long been twin concepts, and the 

official recognition of achievement continues to be a large determinant in securing positions in 

Malaysia’s more profitable companies and enterprises. 

Discussion: Policy Recommendations and Potential Challenges 

 At the beginning of this paper, Malaysia’s stated ultimate goal in the next decade was a shift 

in economic capacity from a low-skills production site to a high-skills center for research and 

innovation. An educational environment that encourages such innovation must be at the heart of 

that shift. The second pillar of Malaysian society is a continued equitable ethnic harmony. 

Therefore, the essential question in discussing TALIS is, to what extent are the leadership and 

teaching practices of Malaysia’s principals and teachers supporting those two aims. 



 Initially, the highly structured form of the current education system and the emphasis on 

innovative, flexible learners for the future seem in contradiction. How can students (via teachers) 

learn independent thinking in a system that encourages common identity, values test scores, and 

operates in large classrooms? As Reimers and McGinn (1997) point out, any analysis has to take 

into account specific institutions (e.g. the Malaysian MOE), not types of institutions applied to 

universal contexts. Following that thought, as a society that has traditionally valued a national-

consciousness over individual goals, it is reasonable to conclude that Malaysia’s transformational 

capacity (Leuze et al. 2008) will benefit from its inherited beliefs. After all, Malaysia fulfilled its 

own version of the MDGs between 1950 and 1970, and it was because of its beliefs, not despite of 

them, that modernization took place (UNDP 2005). If you compare Malaysia to a country like 

Iceland with very small class sizes and non-bureaucratic principals, Icelandic teachers report a 

much more negative classroom environment, so the standard line of “best practices” is not an easy 

recipe for success. 

Yet how can Malaysia’s principals adjust themselves to Baker’s earlier-quoted injunction to 

be more than administrators of top-down rules, since a reading of TALIS suggests that is exactly 

their role, and at the same time create innovation in the classroom? A hint may be found in Dyer’s 

(1999) backward-planning approach to implementation, wherein the current system of evaluation 

could be used to identify teacher strengths, and then to create policy according to the strengths 

identified. This would place principals at the center of the policy-making process and expand their 

role of bureaucratic regulator immensely. The sought-for innovation could be found within the 

system rather than outside it, and the principal could become the disseminator of change. Yet 

however the principal’s role changes, it should draw on the existing normative strengths of the 

system, while not being imprisoned by the traditional roles the system has perpetuated.  
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