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Key points  

• The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted the education sector to undergo change to ensure health and 

safety to allow the teaching and learning process to continue. This includes the implementation of 

procedures and guidelines to allow physical forms of education to take place.  

• Strict movement control conditions have led to the accelerated adoption of online learning methods and 

other virtual forms of education. However, this sudden change has caught educators unprepared with 

some struggling more than others to adopt technology-driven solutions. This requires a change in 

mindset and a willingness to change teaching strategies. There are students lacking internet 

connectivity and the necessary equipment to enable online learning, causing them to fall behind.  

• Many education providers have struggled financially as their revenue is dependent on enrolments and 

student fees. With COVID-19 causing a decrease in student enrolment, some education providers have 

been forced to revise their budgets, make structural changes, and employ cost reductions which may 

include retrenching teachers in order to survive.  

• Education needs to account for the changing market demands with the increasing need for soft skills, 

positive mindsets, and collaborative attitudes which are sought by employers. Graduates must be 

effective and flexible. English language proficiency must be further enhanced.  

• The education curriculum needs to prepare students for the demands of the Fourth Industrial Revolution 

with knowledge in artificial intelligence, virtual reality, big data, analytics, and the Internet of Things. 

These aspects must be taken into account as future workers need to be highly trained in the emerging 

technologies for the future job market. Similarly, graduates of TVET must be trained with ICT knowledge 

and be able to work with digital data. 

• Digitization practices can be embedded into ordinary day-to-day activities. Automated methods can be 

used to track and monitor an individual’s learning experience. Augmented reality can replace the need 

for physical attendance. 

• To improve education quality, a culture of inclusion and equity has to be developed. Underperforming 
and absentee teachers must be removed from the system. Greater transparency and feedback from 
students, parents, colleagues, and supervisors need to be cultivated to ensure accountability. Educators 
must be screened to ensure genuineness in becoming teachers. 
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WELCOME AND INTRODUCTORY SPEECHES  

Tan Sri Michael Yeoh, President, KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific 

Education institutions at all levels, be it public or private face numerous challenges in light of the COVID-
19 pandemic. Among these challenges include the sustainability of private education and building 
resilience. This is due to the fact that global travel restrictions have led to an inevitable decline in the 
enrolment of foreign students. As a result, education 
institutions have been forced to look at new ways of 
managing their cash flow and cost containment. 

Focus on the “new normal” has been brought about 
by the pandemic whereby all institutions of learning 
face the additional challenge of implementing virtual 
learning as a means of ensuring the teaching 
process continues despite the need for social 
distancing. During such challenging times, it is 
appropriate to recall the works of Charles Dickens 
who wrote about “the best and worst of times”. The 
COVID-19 pandemic is indeed the worst of times 
which presents new challenges. On the other hand, it is also concurrently the best of times as there are 
opportunities to reflect upon the changes needed in the education sector. As with other crises being 
faced, which is also faced by the education sector, with danger comes opportunity. 

It is time to rethink education in the new normal. Education institutions must consider “5Ts”, namely 
teaching, technology, talent, TVET education, and trust. These 5Ts are important in guaranteeing 
institutions of education remain capable of teaching effectively and producing new talents with the 
utilisation of technology, thereby establishing the trust of parents and society. Nevertheless, the 
education sector has a duty to ensure that the use of technology in teaching also reaches the rural 
areas where accessibility is lacking.   

 

Assoc. Prof. Elajsolan Mohan, President, National Association of Private Educational 
Institutions (NAPEI)  

The government has recognised the role of private 
education sector as an industry in itself for its 
contribution to national GDP is as high as MYR40 
billion. This figure is projected to increase to MYR80 
billion in 2030. Hence, the National Association of 
Private Educational Institutions (NAPEI) hopes the 
government will provide more financial support to 
private education institutions in ensuring that the 
sector continues to expand in the region. This is 
necessary because education and training are 
important vehicles of nation-building and human 
capital development. 
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NAPEI appreciates the Ministry of Higher Education’s (MOHE) efforts in setting up the Pemuda IPTS 
committee which deliberates on policy and regulatory reform as outlined in the Way Forward Blueprint 
which discusses education as an industry. MOHE is thanked for inviting NAPEI and other private higher 
education associations to the Pemuda IPTS which ensures the input of private higher education 
institutions is heard and taken into account in necessary reforms. It is hoped that similar initiatives will 
be launched by the Private Schools Division of the Ministry of Education and the TVET Division of the 
Ministry of Human Resources where there will be greater engagement with industry players to develop 
policy reforms to support the ‘new normal.  

The biggest challenge facing the education and training sector is its sustainability as both sectors have 
been badly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. No stimulus package has been designated for the 
education and training sector. Therefore, the government must continue to find other ways to support 
both sectors over the recovery period which may take as long as two years. 

 
Datuk Parmjit Singh, President, Malaysian Association of Private Colleges and Universities 
(MAPCU)  

The private sector accommodates 50.3 percent of all Malaysian students in tertiary education. This 
implies that this sector is not merely a sector that supplements the public education sector, but is instead 
an integral part of Malaysia’s higher education landscape. 

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the government 
and the MOHE must be applauded for the initiatives 
it has launched to help the private education sector 
recover from the difficult albeit necessary Movement 
Control Order (MCO). The government has shown 
its commitment to constantly engage with the private 
education sector without allowing the bureaucracy to 
stymie discussions. For instance, the government 
established the Pemuda IPTS as an overarching 
task force to cut through bureaucracy in dealing with 
the issue of educational recovery. This initiative 
guarantees efficient engagement between the 
government and the private sector as messages 
become lost due to much bureaucracy. In fact, this task force has the potential to resolve challenges 
faced by the private education sector as it encapsulates the sector’s problems by identifying 
impediments that have to be removed to facilitate the industry’s growth. 

Fundamentally, constant engagement with the private education sector is good for the country. The fact 
that 50.3 percent of Malaysian students in tertiary education are in private colleges and universities 
means the private sector provides half of the country’s talents. Without this sector, the Malaysian 
government would have to spend even more on education. The private sector provides other 
educational options to society without the government having to contribute.   

The private sector has grown at its own pace for over 40 years without any government incentives. 
Hence, the private education sector will continue to grow at its own pace. However, its continued growth 
depends on its agility to adapt by becoming more innovative in weathering the COVID-19 storm. 
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OPENING KEYNOTE ADDRESS  

YB Dato’ Mansor Othman, Deputy Minister of Higher Education 

“Rethinking Malaysian Education – Gearing Up for the 4th Industrial Revolution”  

For the first time ever, all five Malaysian research 
universities, namely the University of Malaya, 
Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM), Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), Universiti Sains 
Malaysia (USM), and University Teknologi Malaysia 
(UTM) have been ranked among the world’s top 200 
universities by the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) 
World University Rankings 2021. At the same time, 
three private Malaysian universities have also 
leaped to the group of top 500 universities in the 
world, namely Taylor’s University, UCSI University, 
and Universiti Teknologi Petronas (UTP). The QS 
report also states that Malaysia is one of the 
countries that showed the best improvement in higher education standards. This is evident as Universiti 
Malaya now ranks 59th with an overall score of 70.1 in the QS World University Rankings 2021, which 
is an 11-spot leap from the previous year. Furthermore, UPM has also shown tremendous success 
where it now ranks 132nd in the world compared to 159th in the previous year. 

Malaysian polytechnics and community colleges have not lagged in international ratings either. For 
example, 10 Malaysian polytechnics have achieved accreditation from the Asia Pacific Accreditation 
and Certification Commission (APACC), proving that Malaysian polytechnics are globally competitive. 
These achievements show that Malaysia’s higher education system is on the right track in its quest of 
providing quality higher education and becoming a higher education hub in the region. 

Malaysia must strive to do much better as the future is possibly more challenging. The unprecedented 
COVID-19 pandemic has not spared the higher education sector. This is clear as the MCO imposed by 
the government has deeply impacted the tertiary education sector in Malaysia. For instance, the MCO 
has disrupted teaching and learning processes across all Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) as new 
guidelines for operations have been imposed upon HEIs. Thankfully, HEIs have taken the bold step of 
emphasising digital education as a way to adapt to the ‘new normal’. MOHE is committed to redesigning 
the local higher education system to enable flexible education. For instance, the MOHE remains 
steadfast in enhancing the Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) programmes that are being 
implemented across HEIs. Nevertheless, challenges remain even as classes are successfully moved 
online because it cannot be assumed that all tertiary students are able to enjoy unlimited access to the 
technology needed that allows them to attend online classes. 

The Fourth Industrial Revolution (IR4.0) is a phenomenon characterised by advances in technologies 
such as artificial intelligence (AI), virtual reality, big data, and analytics alongside the Internet of Things 
(IoT). These technological advancements have enabled new ways to execute work alongside new 
opportunities for value creation to businesses and organisations. This paves the way for the formation 
of digital ecosystems and collaborations as well as engagement with consumers at a greater scale. 
Therefore, academia needs to put in greater effort in equipping our graduates with the latest knowledge 
and skills to face an increasingly digitalised world. For instance, universities must enhance their 
approach and methods of education by focusing on the latest technologies such as big data analytics, 
AI, augmented reality, IoT, and cloud computing. This is necessary because future workers need to be 
highly trained in the use of emerging technologies where they must understand the values associated 
with the use of these technologies. HEIs must ensure that graduates have the ability to develop new 
technology and understand the purpose of developing such technologies. 

MOHE plays a crucial role in ensuring that public universities, private higher education institutions 
(PHEIs), polytechnics, and community colleges are ready for the IR4.0 as HEIs are crucial in producing 
thinkers, scientists, scholars, and a skilled workforce. This is outlined in the document titled Framing 
Malaysia Higher Education 4.0: Future Proof Talents which has been published by the government. 
The Malaysian Higher Education 4.0 Framework highlights four focus areas to address the challenges 
brought by IR4.0, namely (i) a future-ready curriculum, (ii) agile governance, (iii) research and 
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innovation, and (iv) talent planning. The government is also working to ensure that polytechnics and 
community colleges are ready for IR4.0 whereby the Department of Polytechnic and Community 
College Education (JPPKK) has developed the TVET 4.0 Framework (2018-2025) which focuses on six 
areas, namely (i) quality TVET graduates, (ii) responsive and sustainable governance, (iii) technology-
driven talent, (iv) the TVET education system, (v) industry and community collaboration, and (vi) applied 
research & innovation. 

In fact, MOHE is focused specifically on IR4.0 
through the IR4.0 Action Plan Framework for 
Higher Education which addresses the issues and 
challenges brought about by IR4.0. For example, 
the Action Plan highlights the need to enhance the 
culture of innovation in Malaysia, as 65 percent of 
children entering primary school today will end up 
working in jobs that do not presently exist. This 
framework consolidates all of the Ministry’s 
initiatives that enable it to embark on Education 
4.0 where MOHE aims to embrace new 
technologies, such as AI, by providing a future-
ready curriculum and to produce multi-skilled and 
multi-disciplinary learners for the future job 
market.  

Transforming the Malaysian higher education sector for IR4.0 is a long-term process that will encounter 
significant challenges. Thus, a supportive policy environment is essential over the next decade to 
provide a transformative education that will allow HEIs to drive the IR4.0 agenda.  

 

SESSION 1: CULTIVATING THE RIGHT EDUCATION ECOSYSTEM POST COVID-19 

Moderator: 

Mr. Guy Perring, Regional Director, Asia i-graduate  

There is a need to look to the future of education in the hopes of overcoming the challenges brought 
about by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Panellist: 

Dr. Habibah Abdul Rahim, Director-General of Education, Ministry of Education Malaysia  

Education in Malaysia has undergone tremendous 
changes since Malaysia’s independence in 1957. From a 
once fragmented education system based on race, 
Malaysia now has a more united and centralised system 
that emphasises producing a more competitive society. 
The Ministry of Education (MOE) is committed to 
constructing an education system that promotes national 
unity, produces human resources appropriate for national 
development, and develops a progressive and disciplined 
Malaysian society. 

Focusing on the COVID-19 pandemic, under the Movement Control Order (MCO), schools had to be 
closed and subsequently reopened in a staggered manner by which those who initially returned to 
school were the exam classes. This is because SPM and STPM students are arguably more mature 
and are able to follow social distancing guidelines issued by the MOE, the National Security Council, 
and the Ministry of Health. 

The MCO period accentuated the pertinence of constant access to education in Malaysia because the 
MOE had to guarantee continued teaching and learning notwithstanding the physical distance between 
students and teachers. Therefore, the MOE came up with a robust guideline on conducting teaching 
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and learning virtually and remotely. This, the Ministry’s emphasis leaned towards digital learning. For 
example, the Ministry strategized to bring education to homes through the Digital Learning Initiative 
Malaysia (DELIMA) platform which provides students and teachers software such as Google Classroom 
and digital textbooks, thereby allowing students and teachers to communicate. Unfortunately, 
accessibility remains a problem in Malaysia as close to 40 percent of students do not have access to 
devices that enable them to use digital learning resources. This is evident as only 2 percent to 10 
percent of students have access to devices such as personal computers and tablets whereby the 
percentage varies according to the locality. Although handphones are more popular as 24 percent to 
48 percent of students own one, such students are mostly at the secondary level. This implies that 
access to online learning remains an issue for primary school students. These issues are evidence of 
the gaps in society that hinders adaptation to the new normal. 

This pandemic has accelerated the facilitation of digital learning in Malaysia which is a positive 
development in preparing for IR4.0. Nevertheless, equity and accessibility to technology must be 
addressed as digitalisation would be of no utility if the majority of students cannot access them. 
Moreover, digitalisation cannot be the MOE’s only priority as it has other challenges. For instance, with 
schools reopened, procedures must be relooked to ensure the safety and health of children. Education 
must adapt to the circumstances without losing sight of the importance of promoting national unity, 
producing human resources appropriate for national development, and developing a progressive and 
disciplined society. 

 
Dato’ Satinah Syed Saleh, Council Member, National Education Advisory Council / Managing 
Director, Alpha Alsagoff Edu Resources Sdn. Bhd.  

The National Education Advisory Council is a very 
diverse 11-member council that comprises educators, 
union leaders, professors, and parent-teacher 
association representatives among others. It has met 
over 90 times in two years, served three Ministers of 
Education, two directors-general, and three 
secretaries-general of the (MOE. The advisory 
council’s role is to study the direction and gaps in 
Malaysia’s education policy. Over the course of the 
council’s two-year tenure, it has developed several 
proposals on education policy. 

Firstly, the matter of English language proficiency whereby English is a language that is pertinent in 
every field. The council studied the PPSMI scheme and came to the conclusion that the MOE should 
expand the dual-language programme (DLP). For example, the council suggested that the DLP should 
be implemented in Malaysia’s 69 fully residential schools because such schools have the facilities, 
teachers, and selected students who are capable of teaching and learning in English. Secondly, the 
council also suggested that English be made a compulsory pass subject in SPM by a certain year to 
ensure parents take the subject more seriously. Thirdly, the council formed a task force to research and 
review Islamic education in our schools because Islamic values are universal and valuable. For instance, 
the council’s review found the assertion that Islamic education as a subject covering too many periods 
has been unfounded. There is a need to guarantee that Islamic education is embedded into the values 
of Malaysia’s future manpower and not just simply taught as merely a subject.   

Other than that, the National Education Advisory Council also looked into the special needs of education 
where it asserts inclusivity through a zero-reject policy. The council presented guidelines on the 
implementation of the zero-reject policy which were subsequently accepted by the MOHE. The council 
also looked into public-private partnerships by studying how the MOE can leverage the private sector’s 
participation in complementing the country’s education system. For instance, the MOE has much to 
gain from Khazanah’s half a billion investment in helping the country’s ecosystem ensure that the private 
sector’s contribution will spill-over to schools. Finally, the council also formed a task force to look into 
making education a “professional job” because teachers are classified as merely “support staff” as they 
are not part of the service sector. Nevertheless, the council also recognises that in making teachers 
“professionals”, quality has to be guaranteed.  
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Prof. Mushtak Al-Atabi, Provost & CEO, Heriot-Watt University, Malaysia 

Malaysia’s education system has perfected the acquisition of knowledge and development of technical 
skills which is basically the art of knowing and doing. However, mastering the art of knowing and doing 
is not sufficient in guaranteeing societal success because employers are increasingly seeking soft skills, 
positive mindsets, and collaborative attitudes in their employees. This trend is accelerating due to 
COVID-19, where responses should not simply be in the form of computations. This is because 
computer-based jobs will eventually be limited as IR4.0 is taking away jobs that are merely about 
knowledge and skills. Only purely “human jobs” that deal with uncertainties and trust-building will be 
unaffected by IR4.0 because such people skills can only be acquirable by humans. 

While the acceleration towards IR4.0 is a positive 
development, it does not negate the reality that more 
jobs will be lost to technology. Therefore, education 
must also stress human aspects such as feelings 
and emotions by putting soft skills at the centre of 
our curricula. Education institutions should ask 
themselves whether are they willing to consider soft 
skills to the extent that they are willing to only allow 
students to graduate if students can prove their 
resilience. It is true that soft skills are hard to develop 
and examine, but COVID-19 has proven that it is 

insufficient to graduate and gain jobs by merely knowing and effectuating facts that can be picked up 
by computers. Hence, to ensure that society can survive technological advancements, graduates must 
be effective and flexible. The education system must fully embrace “positive education” that puts human 
aspects like resilience, purpose, and well-being at the centre of education as such things cannot be 
taught in the same way as to how skills and knowledge are pursued. 

This is achievable by looking at the acronym “COVID” positively. Firstly, “C” should be looked at as 
“communication” where students are trained to communicate properly and efficiently while “O” is 
“opportunity” where opportunities must be pursued in the face of crises. On the other hand, “V” should 
be highlighted as “vision” to which a vision is needed for the world – what is the kind of post-COVID-19 
recovery do we want and will the education system achieve that goal. “I” is “impact” where graduates 
and children need to be inspired to think about the impression they want to leave on the world. Finally, 
“D” represents “development” which is about continuously learning and helping others to learn. Society 
will be judged by their innovativeness and compassion throughout crises like the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 
Dr. Hjh Yatela Zainal Abidin, Chief Executive Officer, Yayasan Sime Darby 

It is imperative to acknowledge the most pressing 
challenge facing education in Malaysia which is 
access. According to the World Bank, the COVID-19 
pandemic has forced 1.5 billion children and youths 
across 160 countries to study from home instead of 
physically attending classes. Education systems 
have been put in the challenging position of 
guaranteeing continued access to education from 
home because accessibility also depends on the 
availability of hardware such as computers and 
smartphones. Disparities in access to equipment 
according to social class are most evident among 
the underprivileged who struggle to get a hold of the 
necessary equipment.  

Even if access to hardware can be guaranteed, access to the internet poses another problem as various 
parts of Malaysia suffer from poor internet or data connectivity. The government and telecommunication 
companies must be lauded for giving 1GB of free data to students per day which have been of help to 
underprivileged students. Nonetheless, this does not resolve the issue of disparities in terms of internet 
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and data connectivity in society. This is because the rural-urban divide in internet and data connectivity 
can lead to an imbalance in education’s success. 

Once the issue of connectivity is resolved, looking into the quality of e-learning is necessary because 
there is a need to ensure that teachers are trained in conducting e-teaching and e-assessments. This 
is crucial as the combination of physical and virtual and learning is the new normal. Hence, educators 
must be capable of delivering what is expected of them through virtual platforms, albeit with 
consideration to the stress inflicted upon them during this transition period. On the other hand, the B40 
and disabled children such as those with autism and visual impairments must be prioritised in ensuring 
they are not left behind by online teaching and learning. 

Looking beyond the challenges caused by COVID-19, Malaysian schools have to move on from their 
fixation on academics by also prioritising the acquisition of soft skills. This is evident as Malaysian 
schools have not done enough to guarantee the development of soft skills through extra-curricular 
activities such as sports. The importance of soft skill development in education is highlighted by 
Yayasan Sime Darby which has been working on developing soft skills through programmes like the 
Sime Darby Young Innovators Challenge, which encourages students to develop innovative ideas to 
support local communities and the Sime Darby Football Development Programme. Both of these 
initiatives have continued online and social distancing. Thus, schools should look towards adapting their 
extra-curricular activities for the new normal.  

 
Assoc. Prof. Elajsolan Mohan, President, National Association of Private Educational 

Institutions (NAPEI)  

Private education is a source of economic growth to Malaysia as it currently contributes about MYR40 
billion to Malaysia’s GDP. This figure is expected to grow to RM80 billion in 2030. Unfortunately, the 
private education sector still does not receive financial support from the government unlike other 
industries to foster growth. This needs to change because the private sector has enabled more students 
to access higher education. Accessing education is a key challenge facing Malaysia and the first step 
in improving access would have to come in the form of changing the PTPTN model to ensure that more 
B40 students have access to higher education. This is evident as of the 500,000 SPM students each 
year, only around 20-25 percent do not move on to tertiary education, be it university or TVET. Steps 
to change this must be undertaken to ensure Malaysia does not lose its potentially skilled workforce. In 
fact, more needs to be done to promote Malaysia as an international education hub where better 
recognition for private higher education institutions can aid this process. 

The government has to transform and sustain the 
private higher education sector as doing so will 
promote the expansion of the whole sector. Support 
from the government is crucial as 33 and 23 HEIs 
have closed down in 2017 and 2018 respectively. 
Furthermore, in 2019, 8 colleges and 2 university 
colleges closed down. The challenges that led to the 
closures of these institutions of higher learning have 
been aggravated by COVID-19 as lesser students 
are able to return for classes, followed by students 
not paying tuition fees. These challenges have dealt 
a blow to the finances of all institutions of learning as 
they are also forced to spend more on preparing 
their staff for online teaching. This is evident as post-COVID-19, it has been found that only 51 percent 
of private higher education institutions were making profits while 49 percent were suffering losses. 
Should this trend continue, more private higher education institutions will go out of business as borders 
remain closed. 

The government needs to take prompt measures to spur the growth of the private education sector. For 
example, the government should consider relaxing the rules in enrolling international students. Private 
higher education institutes should be given the ability to enrol international students without having to 
seek the approval of the Ministry of Home Affairs. Furthermore, the government must trust students by 
allowing them to work while studying to fund their studies. By doing so, Malaysia will grow as a regional 
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education hub where international students will not bypass Malaysia for friendlier countries like 
Australia.  

Q&A 

Guy Perring: Does the Malaysia Education Blueprint need to be revised? Is it still relevant and what is 
its future? 

Dr. Habibah Abdul Rahim: The Malaysia Education Blueprint remains relevant. However, it must be 
acknowledged that the blueprint has not addressed issues like the Fourth Industrial Revolution. It also 
lacks emphasis on the social and psychological makeup of children which has been highlighted during 
the MCO period. Therefore, the blueprint must be viewed as a living document that can consider 
additional issues whenever necessary. However, in considering new issues, the Malaysia Education 
Blueprint must not stray away from its original aspirations. 

Guy Perring: Did the change in ministers affect the 
work of the National Education Advisory Council, 
despite assertions that the council just carried on? 

Dato’ Satinah Syed Saleh: The National Education 
Advisory Council was not particularly affected by 
changes in leadership as all its proposals, except the 
proposal on teacher quality enhancement, were 
submitted and approved by the previous Education 
Minister, Dr. Maszlee Malik in December 2019. It is 
now up to ministry officials to study whether the 
council’s proposals can be implemented. 

Guy Perring: Have you noticed that students who have been working on areas like emotional 
intelligence and resilience are better adapted in coping with the COVID-19 crisis in comparison to other 
students? 

Prof Mushtak Al-Atabi: Care needs to be exercised when discussing such matters as they are very 
anecdotal. Nevertheless, based on observations, those who are clear of their purpose have shown 
more resilience and positivity. This helps with employability as those who graduate during times of 
difficulty are able to show companies their flexibility and ability to add value to their employers. As a 
result, these individuals are more likely to be employed. However, these observations are based on 
anecdotes rather than research. 

Guy Perring: Has COVID-19 caused an enormous step backward for underprivileged groups such as 
those with autism and visual impairments? Have they lost ground over the course of the pandemic? 

Dr. Hjh Yatela Zainal Abidin: Yes, such groups have been affected. Yayasan Sime Darby has been 
supporting the government to build asrama desa which are hostels that are nearer to schools. This way, 
students do not need to travel far to go to school. However, students now have a different set of 
problems such as internet connectivity which has hindered their ability to access education. 

Guy Perring: Is there a solution to the problem of internet connectivity? 

Dr. Hjh Yatela Zainal Abidin: The public and private sector have to work together to come up with a 
sustainable solution. This problem must be dealt with promptly to close disparities in education access 
among urban and rural students. Only then can education in Malaysia be considered inclusive. 

Guy Perring: In his opening remarks, Dr. Parmjit reiterated that the associations representing private 
higher education institutions are not asking for money. Is it sensible to ask for financial support from the 
government?    

Assoc. Prof. Elajsolan Mohan: The private higher education sector did not receive anything in the first 
stimulus package as it focused on other areas such as helping SMEs. Perhaps academic staff also 
received some support from the stimulus package. However, this is insufficient because such help is 
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only effective in the short-term. While larger private higher education institutions that remain profitable 
may only need assistance in the form of a recovery plan, smaller ones that are suffering losses will 
need help in the form of stimulus packages in order to return to profitability and to survive. 

Nina Adlan Disney, LeapEd Services Sdn Bhd: Beyond hardware issues such as access to the 
internet and computers for online teaching and learning during COVID-19, what about software issues 
in terms of students having the soft skills to access and continue to want to learn despite these difficult 
circumstances? In fact, what can be done to ensure that teachers are agile and able to adapt to new 
teaching methods? How do we increase the professionalism of teachers? 

Dr. Habibah Abdul Rahim: In terms of digital 
learning, the MOE has begun with the smart 
skills qualification standards to create digital 
environments in schools. It is worth noting that 
98 percent of Malaysian schools have scored 
decently. This is clear as 98 percent of schools 
scored between 3 to 5 points on a 5-point scale 
in the smart skills qualification standards. In fact, 
the level of student ability in coping with digital 
learning is being monitored through the use of 
the digital competency score. This proves the 
competency of schools’ leadership in creating a 
digital-friendly environment. However, more needs to be done in ensuring that students who are digitally 
competent become innovative individuals. Teachers are important in this process which is why the 
Ministry is seeking to bring back students to school. Therefore, even before COVID-19, the MOE has 
been working to increase the level of professionalism among teachers as it saw the importance of digital 
learning. 

Dr. Sharifah Munirah, UKM / G25 Malaysia: Malaysia has been facing a decline in the quality of soft 
skills for many decades. There is also a lack of soft skills among our academics at university. This is a 
ripple effect stemming from the neglect of education in the area of humanities at the primary and 
secondary school levels. How can we bring back the social sciences and humanities such as philosophy 
and literature to schools and universities as they compete with STEM education? This is important as 
the challenges faced by a diverse Malaysian society go beyond STEM education where it has societal 
problems, not because it lacks engineers. 

Prof Mushtak Al-Atabi: Real engineering is about equipping oneself with human skills. To become 
engineers, one must first be human because they are there to engineer the experiences of other human 
beings. Therefore, mindset is important in changing things as academically intelligent students may still 
face problems such as poor self-esteem. Ensuring a better mindset requires one to understand his 
purpose as if people have a sense of purpose, they will then be able to have an impact in the world. 
This is possible by helping students understand how the brain works, such as the feelings that come 
from our minds. The moment our students can deal with their emotions, they will become better in a 
whole range of soft skills. Heriot-Watt University’s role in this area is to help students understand 
themselves by having them write an impact statement to help them discover themselves. 

Dr. Hjh Yatela Zainal Abidin: Children and academics have to be exposed to soft skills from a very 
young age as these skills are important in life. Children and youths have to be exposed to things like 
the arts and sports because many soft skills can be picked up from these two areas. Therefore, more 
has to be done to assist the underprivileged and schools in rural areas to guarantee that all students 
can participate in activities that will help them acquire soft skills. Fundamentally, the ecosystem in 
institutions of higher learning must-have soft skill contents readily available such as an environment 
that brings warmth, support, and religiosity. 

Dato’ Satinah Syed Saleh: The National Education Advisory Council believes that Islamic education 
and civics education have to be integrated to develop soft skills as there is a need to ensure that no 
student is deprived of learning about civics just because they have to take Islamic studies at the same 
time. 
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Jeffrey Louis, NAPEI: While many suggestions have 
been given on what needs to be done in terms of skills 
and attitudes, does Malaysia have the right leadership 
to effectuate change in the post-COVID-19 
environment? 

Assoc. Prof. Elajsolan Mohan: Private schools have 
the right leadership because they have many best 
practices. Even before the SOPs on COVID-19 were 
released, private schools have already implemented 
their own SOPs. This is because NAPEI works closely 
with international groups which have allowed it to pick 
up best practices. Hence, the private education sector is 
well-equipped in taking on challenging times. 

Dr. Habibah Abdul Rahim: The MOE focuses on the professional development of its staff and officers 
at various levels just as it does when it comes to teacher professionalism. The ministry has a system in 
place to profile its personnel before putting them into positions of responsibility where professional 
development is a priority. At the school level, the filling of leadership positions used to be based on 
seniority rather than merit. This has changed as the ministry has embedded prerequisites where 
headteachers with skill gaps in terms of leadership are required to go through leadership courses before 
they can be considered for a promotion. This ensures that the ministry’s plans can be delivered 
efficiently at all levels.  

 

SPECIAL ADDRESS 

YB Datuk Yusof Yacob, Minister of Education and Innovation Sabah 

Access to education at all levels must be fair and 
equitable, where leaders must ensure that schools 
and universities remain accessible to all regardless 
of socioeconomic status or geographical location. 
While remaining accessible, the quality of this 
education must also never be sacrificed. There 
must be a balance between academic knowledge 
with morals and human values. With this, the 
formation of a civilised society in line with Malaysia’s 
national education philosophy can be realised. The 
overarching goal of education must take account of 
the skills and interests of students, as well as 
national goals and interests. Additionally, schools 
and universities must also ensure the hiring value of students by providing them with soft skills or 
entrepreneurial skills along with basic education. While there are a number of major challenges in 
ensuring the quality and accessibility of education, elected leaders must ensure solutions are sought 
and that the people’s needs are met. Finding solutions to education issues must remain an agile and 
ongoing process. Above all, it is imperative that education remains beyond politics as it requires leaders 
from all sides to come together to resolve such issues. 

To ensure the quality of tertiary education, it is important to recognise that such issues are linked to 
problems in primary and secondary education. By focusing on primary and secondary schools, its 
issues can be prevented from spill over into tertiary institutions. Physical and digital infrastructure are 
issues that affect all levels of education. In Sabah, there are 1,300 primary and secondary schools but 
a huge majority of them face infrastructure issues and dilapidation. While the number of schools in an 
area is important for access, the quality of infrastructure and facilities must also be looked into. Many 
students in rural areas face issues during the commute, faced with a lack of safe routes to go to school. 
COVID-19 has also proven the insufficiencies of the state’s digital infrastructure, making it difficult to 
carry out online learning. In addition, students lack exposure to what is possible for them to achieve in 
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the future. Universities and tertiary education courses provide a huge array of specialisations which 
many in these schools are not aware of. Parents must also play a role in the education of their children. 

For tertiary education to remain relevant in IR4.0, there is a need to look beyond and renew education 
to ensure students are not left behind. The COVID-19 pandemic has proven that the traditional means 
of study are no longer feasible. There needs to be a push to adapt to new settings at a quicker pace. 
Managers and lecturers in tertiary institutions must remain flexible and open to the changing needs of 
the economy. Curriculums and methods of learning should be reviewed and redesigned to remain 
aligned to the needs of the relevant industries. To ensure industry needs are met, active collaboration 
must occur between institutions and industry experts. Research must be strengthened with elements 
of innovation in all fields, where students must be pushed to generate new ideas in the move towards 
the 4.0 revolution. 

 

SECTION 2: VICE CHANCELLORS PANEL: ENSURING THE RELEVANCE OF TERTIARY 

EDUCATION IN AN INDUSTRY 4.0 WORLD 

Moderator:  

Prof. Dato’ Dr. Ansary Ahmed, CEO Asia e University 

Panellists:  

Dato’ Dr. Khalid Yusoff, Vice Chancellor of UCSI University 

With the economy rapidly changing to become more technologically advanced, job scopes, and 
requirements are changing too. It is estimated that around half of all jobs available today will soon be 
obsolete. This is a trend universities must into account when educating future jobseekers. Many 
universities are still focused on educating their graduates for the jobs of today. Instead, the focus must 
be expanded to educating for the jobs of tomorrow. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has not only shown the 
best and the worst in individuals and communities, 
but more importantly it has also shown the 
importance of collaboration amongst individuals, 
institutions, and across disciplines. The usage of 
digital technology has enabled us to overcome the 
threat that COVID-19 has presented. However, it 
has also revealed the huge digital divide in the 
nation. However, universities must empower their 
students and ensure resilience amongst the people. 

Collaboration and cooperation must be emphasised between individuals and across disciplines. Higher 
education must go beyond single disciplines and push for greater meaning and value in taught 
knowledge. With this, the format in which subjects are taught must be reassessed and there must be a 
renewed conversation about what new skills are required to ensure students become valuable members 
of society. Higher education can no longer focus on creating students who work well with instructions 
and must instead push for graduates with strong constructive thinking skills. The divide in social skills 
amongst students across the country must be addressed along with the huge gap in physical and digital 
infrastructure. Looking into the future, there is a need for Malaysians to decide what it wants its 
education to be known for. It is no longer enough to be merely adapters and adopters.  
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Tay Kay Luan, Vice Chancellor of International University of Malaya-Wales 

The COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown have resulted in many universities struggling to stay afloat, as 
much of their revenue is dependent on enrolments and student fees. With a decrease in student 
enrolments for the coming academic year, many private universities are forced to revise their budgets 
and shift their focus towards better cost containment and cost efficiency in order to survive. 

Despite this, it is quite clear that universities will 
always remain relevant, regardless of the form it 
takes. Higher education institutions have an important 
role in influencing the global agenda as they allow the 
process of innovation to take place, which is 
necessary for the creation of a more sustainable 
world. Whilst pushing to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals, universities also have the power 
to push for cross-disciplinary learning and bridge gaps 
in technological advancements by insisting graduates 
upgrade their financial and technological literacy. All 
in all, education is extremely important in boosting 
shared prosperity and mending the divide between 
those on either side of the socio-economic spectrum. 

 
Prof. Dr. Lily Chan, Vice Chancellor of Wawasan Open University 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all tertiary education institutions, including open universities. The 
inability to access face-to-face sessions and the need to work from home has proven difficult for many 
students. This is further complicated by insufficient digital infrastructure, particularly for those who have 
had to return to the rural areas. Despite the efforts of some universities in doing their best to provide 
computers and dongles for better connectivity, it has proven difficult for those in areas where internet 
accessibility is low. 

Many open university students are adults and 
studying from home can prove difficult due to the 
many distractions. This leads to the questions of 
whether or not online learning can be personalised 
while also being automated. Exploring ways to 
automate the tracking and monitoring of a student’s 
progress may enable the digitalisation of an 
individual’s learning experience, and thus enhance 
their overall education. 

With this, universities can then reimagine their modes of assessment. Online learning has proven the 
ability to bring out new sides of students, with many being more inquisitive and active in teaching 
sessions when hidden behind a screen. With this, universities may find it necessary to reinvent 
assessments to better accommodate the skills and interests of students, whilst also using digital 
technology to connect students from all over the country. Additionally, universities must re-evaluate the 
present compulsory courses to ensure that the correct and necessary skills are being taught. There is 
a need to produce cross-disciplinary individuals and thus, universities must adapt and push for higher 
levels of communication skills, digital literacy, and social awareness amongst their graduates. 
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Prof. Graham Kendall, Provost of University of Nottingham Malaysia 

Little has changed in the realm of higher education. For hundreds of years, the bulk of higher education 
has been in the form of classrooms and lecture halls with an emphasis on the theoretical aspects of a 
topic and testing through examinations and written assessments. Many are expecting a major disruption 
in this sector where some may argue that the COVID-19 pandemic has done just that. 

There is a lack of consensus in the definition of 
artificial intelligence and its implementation in higher 
education. With technology becoming more 
advanced, IR4.0 may see a merging of the digital 
and physical worlds. True disruptions in the higher 
education sector could be seen in the form of 
augmented reality replacing the need for physical 
attendance of lectures or even through the 
presentation of lectures by truly intellectual robots. 
Higher education institutions must now decide what 
role they want to play when the sector is eventually 
disrupted. By looking further into the future and 
exploring opportunities beyond IR4.0, universities 
have the opportunity to lead and take control of the eventual disruptions. For Malaysia’s education to 
be recognised on a global stage, institutions must look beyond IR4.0 and work collectively together to 
achieve a single goal.  

 
Prof. Dr. Sulochana Nair, Vice Chancellor of Binary University 

Many universities have been pushed into online platforms with no prior preparation, forcing these 
institutions to relook their initial strategies and adapt to a new normal. In doing so, institutions must not 
forget their key stakeholders – the lecturers and the students. With the sudden change in learning 
platforms, many lecturers are struggling to change their teaching strategies, mindset, and paradigms. 
There is a need to let go of the traditional top-down approach in the classroom and instead create new 
learning processes with students. This requires training to ensure lecturers are able to adopt and adapt 
to this new way of teaching. It is also important to take into account the distractions of the home 
environment and the potential difficulties in digital 
and internet connectivity. Financial investments 
must be made to ensure the gadgets and internet 
connection are sufficient for such online classes. 
Students are also major stakeholders in this switch 
to online learning and will require a new set of skills 
to engage in such classes. A high level of discipline 
and time management is required to ensure 
consistent attendance. Means of communication 
must be worked on to ensure students are able to 
learn in this environment. 

MOHE must determine a way to ensure these online platforms are quality assured. The move to online 
platforms requires a major shift in mindset which needs to be accounted for. Universities of the future 
must train students to become critical thinkers, adaptive, and flexible, and able to work beyond their 
own disciplines. While there is no doubt that universities will remain relevant, they may move to different 
platforms and away from their traditional brick and mortar form. While there may be an increase in 
temporary lecturers due to the adoption of the gig economy in tertiary education, it is important to ensure 
quality remains a top priority and assessments are remodelled to take account of the new processes of 
learning. The COVID-19 pandemic has shown the many weaknesses in the higher education system, 
but it has also proven the many strengths of students and lecturers. Above all, the online learning 
experience has proven that students need not travel to gain an international degree, a fact that 
universities must leverage upon. 
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Prof. Zita Mohd Fahmi, Vice Chancellor of Quest international University Perak 

It is important to recognise the implication of IR4.0 in 
the higher education system. With COVID-19 
speeding up the digitalisation process, it is important 
for universities to adapt to such changes. 
Universities must draw up response plans and 
reform to produce quality graduates who can work in 
this new environment. Additionally, universities must 
work with industry partners to ensure graduates are 
suited to the changing market demands. 

IR4.0 is not new, as elements of it have been 
accounted for in the release of blueprints in 2017 to 
guide the digitalisation of higher education. 
However, progress in implementing such plans was questionable prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Due 
to the pandemic, digital practices had to be adopted regardless of readiness. With this, questions have 
arisen regarding the feasibility of the current quality assurance (QA) system. 

Due to the changes that have taken place in universities as a result of rapid digitalisation, there is a 
need to review, revise, and reset the current QA system. One issue that must be looked at is the 
potential quality disparity between traditional and digital degrees. While both should be of the same 
quality, it is important to revise how quality is measured and ensured across the two platforms. Public 
confidence must be boosted, ensuring public knowledge that digital degrees are of the same quality as 
traditional degrees. In addition to this, future graduates must be of high quality and “future-proof.” When 
conceptualising this aim into the university programmes, the university curriculum, facilities, and 
infrastructure must all be revised from a QA perspective. By setting a goal and working backward, new 
ways of teaching, learning, and assessment can be tailored to create life-long learners, prepped for the 
digital era. As technology is being implemented in QA processes, there is a need for consultation and 
training to adapt to a new way of life. As new systems are implemented, technology must be used in 
the QA world to ensure education services meet quality objectives. 

 

SESSION 3: MOVING FORWARD WITH TVET 

Moderator:  

Prof. Dato’ Dr. Noraini Idris, Chairperson of National STEM Movement 

Panellists: 

Prof. Dr. Ramlee Mustapha, Professor at UPSI 

Malaysia faces a relatively high amount of job 

displacement amongst higher education graduates 

with TVET students facing discrimination as they are 

seen as those who have failed in the academic 

setting. With the COVID-19 pandemic causing 

education to be pushed online, TVET students face 

many difficulties as such a hands-on approach to 

education requires face-to-face contact and practical 

work. While the implementation of technology has 

increased the number of sources available for study 

by a huge amount, digital study alone is not enough 

for TVET students.  

Digital technology has completely transformed the way people work. There is an increase in 

collaboration with industry players, allowing students to easily access real working scenarios. 

Additionally, there is increased mobility and sources, both allowing for an enhancement of the higher 
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education experience. To work in IR4.0, graduates of TVET must be trained to fully understand ICT 

knowledge and be able to work easily with digital data. Universities must also push for greater technical 

know-how and better interpersonal skills amongst their graduates. Above all, TVET students must 

possess interdisciplinary skills and understand the concepts surrounding their field. A prime example 

would be in the field of engineering to which an engineer must first understand the needs of consumers 

to be in tune with the business side of the final product. 

 

Dato’ Sri Ganes Palaniapan, CEO & Founder of SG Education Group 

With education moving into unchartered waters, 
educators must be trained to adapt quickly to 
unplanned changes. With each individual being 
wired differently, there is a push for education to be 
personalised. TVET can be recognised as a 
powerful tool nations can utilise to boost their 
economies. With over a million TVET graduates in 
the economy, Malaysia must learn to upgrade its 
TVET systems to match the development of the 
economy and thus produce more system integrators 
and leaders. TVET must be revolutionised with IR4.0 
skills to allow the injection of skilled workers from the 
entry-level and push for their training to allow them 
to increase their skill levels. Government strategies towards improving TVET must place an emphasis 
on factors such as IoT, AI, augmented reality, and data analysis. 

TVET educators must look towards the immediate future by focusing on potential changes to the 
working environment, product outputs, and learning experience in the next five years. As the working 
experience becomes more automated and products require more attention to the user interface, it is 
important for TVET learning to be revolutionised to ensure graduates are prepared for the work of the 
future. As work becomes more complex and demands from employers change quickly, TVET training 
must be innovated to be more flexible and adaptable.  

 
Ir. Zaki Kudus, Partner at AHAR Consultants 

TVET students are in high demand for well-paying 
jobs, though the high displacement rate proves a 
mismatch between TVET curriculum and industry 
demands. Educators and the government must 
push for more flexible and more effective changes 
in the TVET curriculum to ensure TVET graduates 
are able to quickly find jobs that they are properly 
trained for. From an industry perspective, many 
graduates lack “real-world skills,” often struggling 
with basic industry skills such as Microsoft Office. 
As a result, there is a real need to review the skills 
TVET graduates are taught. Educators must allow 
their students to be more exposed to the industries 
they seek to pursue and push for greater soft skills 
such as creativity, innovation, problem-solving, and 
critical thinking. 
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Hishamuddin Mohammed, Director, Singularity Technologies Sdn Bhd 

As the world demands more entrepreneurs and 
workers with entrepreneurial skills, there is a need 
for the TVET curriculum to teach a variety of 
different skill sets. Flexibility and the ability to move 
in multiple directions without losing focus and drive 
must be ingrained in TVET graduates, as well as the 
ability to pivot or to face challenges in a new labour 
market where workers are expected to do more. The 
world is heading into a knowledge-intensive, 
innovation-driven economy. As such, knowledge of 
how to use and control data is key to survival. 
Educators must understand this and move away 
from the old habit of focusing on theory, instead of 
teaching students marketable skills to ensure they 
are well prepared for future industry demands. 

 

SPECIAL KEYNOTE ADDRESS 

YB Dr Maszlee Malik, Former Minister of Education, Malaysia / Member of Parliament for 
Simpang Renggam 

The major purpose of education is to humanise 
human beings. There is a need to emphasise 
manusiawi or humanisation in Malaysia’s 
education system alongside the other long-
established concepts of membaca (reading), 
menulis (writing), and mengira (mathematics). 
Placing importance on humanisation is 
important in making students more humane 
through embedding values in them. This Is 
because, without values, any intelligent 
individual will be capable of destroying humanity 
without any sense of compunction. This is why 
the MOE under the Pakatan Harapan 
administration introduced the teaching of civics 
across all academic subjects and co-curricular 
activities. 

As COVID-19 changes our way of life, there is a need to rethink, revisit, and reprioritise the education 
system to ensure that the Malaysian education system is at the forefront of building a better and more 
sustainable post-pandemic world. Fundamentally, the education system must emphasise soft skills to 
rebuild trust among communities as the pandemic will certainly make society more distrustful of each 
other due to health concerns. Therefore, as digital education is prioritised in an effort to build youths to 
become tech-savvy, youths must also be trained to communicate well according to desired values. 

Moreover, COVID-19 has shown that schools need to be less centralised, as they experienced a delay 
in reopening after the MCO period. This is evident as small schools in rural areas with few COVID-19 
cases could have reopened earlier due to the limitations of online education due to poor internet 
connectivity. Many students in the rural areas were put at a further disadvantage in accessing education 
due to structural problems that are yet to be addressed. Therefore, the administration of schools and 
Parent-Teacher Associations (PTAs) should be empowered in managing school affairs whereby they 
should be given the opportunity to make decisive decisions pertaining to issues such as the reopening 
of schools. Decisions on education must be decided collectively with all stakeholders as it is impossible 
for the ministry oversees all school matters especially during difficult times like this pandemic.  
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Other than that, the Kempen Malaysia Membaca or National Reading Campaign should have been 
stressed despite reading being an arguably “primitive” way of learning over the MCO period. For 
instance, when teaching and learning cannot be commenced physically, schools should digitally send 
books to students because learning has to continue even though classes have been suspended. Having 
access to books is most important for university students because they guarantee their ability to access 
the content of their syllabus whereas lectures only constitute a small fraction of their learning. In fact, 
the MCO was also an opportune period to make teachers scholars by allowing them to learn new subject 
areas at their own pace. The MOE should have taken online initiatives to enhance the skills and 
knowledge of its teachers which could have improved their teaching abilities. If it is difficult for the MOE 
to develop their own content for online learning, teaching, and training in public universities for students 
and teachers alike. Instead, the MOE should attempt to collaborate with public universities that have 
successfully developed such content. 

While reforms to the education system must be constantly ongoing, stakeholders such as the National 
Union of the Teaching Profession Malaysia (NUTP), PTAs, and NGOs must be engaged with as change 
must be collaborative. This is because any changes that are introduced by the MOE will be implemented 
by these groups. It is imperative that these groups are kept updated on the MOE’s plans to guarantee 
reforms are implemented effectively. The youths must also be engaged to ensure that their views are 
taken into account on education policy as they are the ones most affected by these reforms. Education 
reforms must not make the youths disillusioned with Malaysian education. 

Finally, the government and the people must be open to considering the abolishment of exams at the 
primary and early secondary level because students need to be constantly evaluated not just 
academically, but also according to their co-curricular activities. This is evident as by evaluating 
students holistically, there will be a better understanding of which stream is best for them regardless of 
their results. There is a need to recognise that talents can be overlooked if only academic results are 
prioritised. Big data and AI can be utilised efficiently not only to evaluate students but also to stream 
them in a way that minimises the mismatch between their talents and academic proficiency.  

 

SESSION 4: IMPROVING ACCESS TO QUALITY EDUCATION? 

Moderator: 

Prof. Dr Rozainun bin Abdul Aziz, Academic Director, International University of Malaya-Wales  

 
SPECIAL ADDRESS 

YB Dato’ Sri Michael Manyin Jawong, Minister of Education, Science and Technological 
Research Sarawak  

Education has two facets, specifically 
outcomes that concern academic excellence 
and personality growth. Equal emphasis must 
be given to both aspects. Only when a 
balance between the two is achieved will 
quality education be produced. 

Sarawak has a landmass of about 
125,000km2 and a population of just 2 must 
come up with concrete efforts to deliver quality 
education to the state as the powers of the 
Sarawak’s Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technological Research are limited as education remains under the federal list. Among key factors 
contributing to the lack of quality education in Sarawak is the lack of basic infrastructure, shortage of 
quality teachers, and imbalances in school sizes where many schools in the state are either too big or 
too small. This is apparent as 8 schools have less than 10 students, 54 schools have between 21 to 30 
students while 300 schools have less than 50 students. On the other hand, 41 secondary schools and 
25 primary schools have double sessions where some of these schools have over 3,000 students. While 
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the lack of students in schools is problematic, overcrowding is also a concern as having over 3,000 
students in a school is beyond the optimal size of having approximately 400 and 600 students in primary 
schools and secondary schools respectively. 

These hindrances in delivering quality education in the state have also been aggravated by the 
dilapidation of schools due to a lack of funding, infrastructure, and facilities. Out of 1,458 schools in 
Sarawak, only 890 of them are accessible by tarred roads while the rest is only accessible by boat or 
unpaved roads. Furthermore, a substantial number of schools in the state still rely on generators for 
electricity and are without treated and clean water supplies. Finally, the shortage of quality teachers in 
Sarawak is most conspicuous as substantial numbers of teachers are forced to teach subjects which 
they are neither trained nor specialised to teach. The victims of such untrained or unspecialised 
teaching are the students. This explains why students in Sarawak do not perform well in STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics) subjects. 

Sarawak needs action rather than sympathy to deliver quality education. Dilapidated schools must be 
repaired with urgency as they demoralise teachers, students, and parents alike. The accessibility of 
schools must be improved with tarred roads alongside ensuring that all schools have treated water 
supplies and electricity through the grid. Moreover, new schools need to be built in urban centres to 
enable students to have access to extra classes and co-curricular activities. Schools with low enrolment 
numbers should be merged into centralised boarding schools that will allow teachers to share expertise 
and utilise combined resources. As a matter of fact, the merger of schools will also reduce the 
operational costs of running low enrolment schools. In any infrastructural projects for schools in the 
state, there is a need to stress the installation of internet connectivity as 800 schools in Sarawak have 
poor internet access while 10 have no access at all. This is evident as during the MCO period, despite 
the MOE doing its utmost to deliver education to students online, 50 percent of students in Sarawak did 
not have the necessary devices to access online learning. Without the necessary devices and internet 
connectivity, online learning will remain impractical in Sarawak. 

Other than that, Malaysia not only needs to train more teachers but it must also guarantee that teachers 
are committed to the teaching profession because teaching is often not the first choice for many job 
seekers. To guarantee that teachers are committed to the teaching profession, some quality control 
measures can be introduced. For instance, applicants to the Institut Pendidikan Guru Malaysia (Institute 
of Teacher Education) must first teach for six months during which they are evaluated by trained and 
qualified teachers. Only when the applicants’ teaching is deemed satisfactory will they be enrolled at 
the IPGs. Subsequently, IPG graduates should be put on a probation period of 2 to 3 years in order to 
weed out uninterested teachers. The MOE should also consider improving the quality of teachers by 
continuously providing in-service training and support to existing teachers. Last but not least, the MOE 
should emulate Finland in providing positive discrimination to rural schools by providing them with more 
incentives, funding, and resources because doing so will reduce the disparities in education quality 
between rural and urban schools. 

 
Panellist: 

Datin Noor Azimah Abdul Rahim, Chairperson, Parent Action Group for Education Malaysia  

Sarawak must be lauded for pursuing PPSMI which 
aims to make students creators and innovators 
through English proficiency. Sarawak will 
undoubtedly become a leader in innovation as 1,164 
its schools have decided for PPSMI. This figure 
exceeds the 1,095 schools carrying out PPSMI in the 
whole of Peninsular Malaysia and Sabah. The 
National Education Advisory Council has stressed 
the importance of English as 90 percent of 
Malaysian students go to the private sector where 
their success hinges upon their level of English 
proficiency. 



 

 19 National Education and Learning Summit 2020 

Graduate unemployment in Malaysia is at a deplorable level as 42 percent of graduates have only 
primary-level proficiency in English. This lack of graduate proficiency stems from the fact that 60 percent 
of Form 5 students have not progressed beyond primary level English proficiency and 30 percent of 
primary school students remain at the kindergarten level when it comes to mastering English. This is 
evident as more than 50 percent of Form 5 students fail in the Cambridge 1119 certification. 
Furthermore, there is a perception that national schools have become religious schools because there 
is too much emphasis on the contents of Islamic education rather than character building in line with 
the teachings of Islam. A subcommittee of the National Education Advisory Council found that Islamic 
education classes were too big and textbooks in Jawi only exacerbate the learning challenges in a 
curriculum that is already unaligned with the age of the students. 

The council also found that the implementation of special needs education has been done poorly due 
to an inadequate budget, teacher incompetency, and a lack of empathy for those with special needs. It 
must be reiterated that certainty on the zero-reject policy implemented in 2019 must be established as 
no child should be deprived of receiving a proper education. Moreover, STEM education needs to be 
increased in primary schools as the council found that primary schools only have 2 periods of science 
per week while the per capita grant for physics was only MYR14 per pupil since 1997. Finally, teacher 
professionalism, specifically absenteeism, must be addressed. Of the 3,500 MOE employees who have 
committed wrongdoing, 55 percent are pertaining to absenteeism. The MOE’s exit policy must be 
utilised because principals are the ones being blamed for poor teacher standards instead of the 
incompetent teachers themselves. In short, as long as these findings are not addressed, quality 
education in Malaysia will not be possible. The problem facing Malaysia is not the need for curriculum 
reform but is instead its delivery that needs to be urgently improved. 

 
Wong Mei Yin, Vice President, Growth Hacking, Green Packet  

Quality in education is created by meeting the needs of children so that they can reach their full potential. 
The needs of children need to be understood before delivering an education syllabus that can explain 
to them why digital technology plays a crucial role in helping improve access to quality education. 

“3Cs” must be taken into consideration in delivering 
quality education to children. Firstly, contactless 
technology must be prioritised due to the need for 
bringing children back to school. This is because not 
everybody has access to the necessary devices 
needed to access online education. Issues with 
access to online education are not isolated to rural 
communities because children in cities also face 
difficulties such as the lack of computers. For 
instance, children from large families are more likely 
to struggle in having enough devices to access e-
learning regardless of where they live. Hence, 
making schools safe enough for children to return 
must be our utmost priority. Schools can be made safe for children by building up contact tracing 
capacity. In fact, schools should consider getting rid of the use of cash because cash has long been 
known to be unhygienic. 

Secondly, content must be considered as children grow rapidly and broadly, unlike adults. AI must be 
used to provide educational content based on a child’s learning curve as all children learn at different 
paces. Hence, many countries have started using AI teachers as a means to learn more about their 
students’ pace of learning before delivering educational content. Nevertheless, this does not mean that 
teachers are obsolete because they remain needed for the human touch. Instead, AI plays a 
complementary role to teachers when the latter is unable to identify the position of their students on the 
learning curve.   

Finally, the connection to peers must be stressed. Apps can be used, such as multiplication games in 
mathematics that enable children to compare and compete with their peers. Such apps allow children 
to connect with other children by facilitating learning interactions where they may compete competitively 
with others beyond the classroom in their own time. 
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Dr. Vincent Chian, Principal, Fairview International School 

Access to quality education hinges on the standards of teaching and learning. High standards in 
teaching and learning cannot only be based on content as character, pedagogy, and skills must be 
stressed in educating children so that they receive a holistic education. In fact, teachers need to hold 
themselves to high standards if they choose to be in the teaching profession. This can be done through 
assessments where students can give feedback on their learning experience through surveys such as 
those introduced by The Tripod Project by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Under the Tripod 
Project, teachers that score well on the feedback surveys from students are more likely to be successful 
in delivering excellent learning progress for their students. In fact, teachers ought to be open to feedback 
from parents, colleagues, and supervisors as it guarantees accountability within the teaching profession. 

The use of technology in education can be 
leveraged upon. However, there is a need to change 
our mantra from a belief that technology is the driver 
of education to a stance that pedagogy drives 
education and is accelerated by technology. This is 
because a teacher that uses pedagogy while 
ignoring education, and therefore technology, will 
not be effective. We must ensure that all learning 
resources are available online to facilitate teaching. 
Moreover, schools must promote a culture of 
inclusion and equity where every teacher needs to 
be paid the same salary. For example, the Black 
Lives Matter movement is applicable to the teaching 
line as many teachers in Malaysia earn different salaries due to the colour of their skin. Schools cannot 
speak of international mindedness and accessibility if overt racism is promoted and left unchallenged. 

Human resource strategy on training must also be based on the concept of “flipped lesson mastery” 
where discussions are key in training. Discussions must be granted importance in classrooms. It cannot 
be that only one person is allowed to speak while 40 others simply listen. Teachers and students have 
to engage with each other. Therefore, homework time where knowledge is applied and digested should 
be put into class time. This is because the essence of flipped lessons is that knowledge acquisition and 
digestion at home through homework is flipped into the classroom where students interact with each 
other. 

  
Nina Adlan Disney, Executive Director, Strategic Impact Division, LeapEd Services Sdn Bhd 

Quality education is often judged by the performance 
of students in assessments like the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA). Many 
countries that come up on top in such assessments 
have never even trained their students to perform 
well in them. Nonetheless, those countries get to the 
top because they have put an emphasis on quality 
education as a whole, and the by-product of that 
focus is high performance. This explains why all 
aspects must be focused upon in the provision of 
education without political interference. 
Fundamentally, the child must be placed at the heart 
of the education system. Only then will Malaysia’s 
education priorities become clear. 

Addressing barriers to quality education in Malaysia requires a focus on public education as only 70,000 
out of the 5 million students enrolled for school are in private institutions. This is unlike higher education 
where 50 percent of students are in private institutions of higher learning. The Trust School Programme, 
which is a public-private partnership aimed at transforming student outcome one school at a time, has 
identified several issues in public schools. The Trust School philosophy is important as it believes that 
any school can be transformed where holistic outcomes are achievable as long as all dimensions that 
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impact students are addressed. In Malaysia, it is clear that the classrooms, schools, and teachers are 
among the stymying factors in delivering quality education. 

The biggest deterrent to student success is teacher quality as Malaysia does not have a mechanism to 
deal with underperforming and absentee teachers in public schools. This is evident as only one teacher 
has ever been relieved of his or her duties by the MOE. As a result, this lack of standards and quality 
control leads to underperforming students. Malaysia has to transform schools where its leadership 
needs to be trained to become drivers of learning and quality, rather than being mere administrators. In 
fact, the government and schools have to be in partnership with parents and the community to bring 
about the success of students because they play a crucial role in the lives of students. Finally, the 
system must provide support not only in terms of policy but also in implementation. This is necessary 
as Malaysia has great education policies but it suffers from poor implementation. Malaysia needs to 
build a culture that encourages student development and excellence by allowing experimentation in the 
classroom.  

 
Dr. Oh Ei Sun, Senior Fellow at Singapore Institute of International Affairs 

Malaysia is unique in the sense that it has a number of different school systems. As national, vernacular, 
and international schools all seek to provide the best education, it is important to identify the best 
practices from each system. With this, federal and state governments must then work together with 
these schools and ensure these best practices can be shared and applied across all systems to ensure 
the betterment of the overall Malaysian education experience. One approach could be to ensure a 
common syllabus with each system providing a different mode of delivery. With this, each school will 
be able to tailor its education to best suit its students whilst ensuring quality education is provided to all, 
regardless of the system they are put in. 

The push for quality education by the government can 
also provide citizens with an upper hand in upcoming 
sectors, as was the case in Sabah. Sabah pays special 
attention to TVET education, particularly in the area of 
aircraft technical training. With this, Sabahans are able 
to take advantage of the upcoming high-tech sector. 
However, this is only enabled by quality infrastructure. 
In more rural states, creative solutions must be utilised 
to ensure access to education for all. Governments 
must look into the use of wind energy, hydropower, or 
solar power to ensure even those in extremely hard-to-reach areas are able to access quality education. 
Additionally, students with disabilities must also be looked after. This can be combined with 
environmental preservation. For example, students with disabilities can be taught to upcycle and recycle 
products to create art projects or other things that can be sold. This will allow disabled students to 
increase their level of income. 

 
Voon Zhen Yi, Research Director, KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific 

Barriers to access to quality education is not limited to 
a lack of infrastructure, but also due to factors such as 
legislation, mindset, and workplace culture. 
Government schools house over 90 percent of total 
secondary students and 98.5 percent of primary 
school students. With an overwhelming majority of 
Malaysian students studying in government schools, it 
is imperative to focus on providing quality education in 
government schools as a whole. To address this, the 
Malaysian Education Blueprint was released with the 
intention of addressing the quality of Malaysian 
education, responding to complaints of an over-use of 
exams in the education system, resulting in a lack of critical thinking skills amongst students. 
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Despite having noble intentions, the blueprint seems to have created additional problems by increasing 
workloads for teachers. With a push to reach certain KPIs to justify increments in salaries and 
promotions, a new mindset has been created in which teachers strive for results on paper. The 
genuineness of teaching and learning has been replaced by the need to fulfil KPIs. This has also 
resulted in the superficial practice of refusing to raise concerns in fear of reprisal. The refusal to criticise 
and acknowledge certain downfalls results in an inability to address and fix certain shortcomings. The 
priorities of school management matter in a child’s learning and development, making it important for 
educators to keep in check the mindset they possess, ensuring the quality of education is not 
jeopardised.  

  

CLOSING ADDRESS 
 
YB Senator Dato’ Dr Mah Hang Soon, Deputy Minister of Education I  

There is much uncertainty on the state of Malaysian education due to the disruptive impacts of COVID-
19 on all Malaysians, especially upon children who have only recently returned to their classrooms after 
a four-month hiatus from school. Since the MCO on 18th March 2020, many students confined to their 
respective campuses during the holy month of Ramadhan have demonstrated their resilience during 
times of hardship and uncertainty. Local students were gradually allowed to return to their homes while 
international students have similarly been allowed to return to their home countries. 

The decision to suspend face-to-face education 
was necessary for the physical and mental health 
of the children. Their safety and wellbeing have 
remained the MOE’s top priority during these 
unprecedented times. Many schools have been 
highly adaptive during the MCO and have been 
able to cope with difficult circumstances swiftly 
and innovatively by implementing online learning 
methods that involved the sharing of videos, audio 
files, worksheets, and home exercises to ensure 
that students do not fall behind in their studies. 
Distance learning has much room for 
improvement. It is hoped that schools can learn 
from this experience and realise the benefits of 

integrating technology into education. The extraordinary efforts of educators are to be commended for 
the great lengths undertaken to create learning content for students. It is a time consuming and tedious 
process. They are thanked for their sacrifices and dedication. 

As much as the efforts of teachers in creating online content are appreciated, nothing compares to the 
effectiveness of physical learning. Physical learning is more enjoyable for students as they get to 
interact with teachers and peers face-to-face, rather than through artificial sounds and images through 
the sounds of their electronic devices. Therefore, it is a positive development that physical classes have 
been restored. The reopening of schools has been accompanied by the strict implementation of health 
and safety measures from body temperature screens, the wearing of facemask, and social distancing, 
all in an effort to prevent another outbreak. MOE officials have worked tirelessly to develop three models 
school administrations can choose from. This ranges from conducting lessons in one session, 
implementing two sessions, particularly for schools with a large student population, or to implement a 
rotation system. Class sizes will be adjusted to ensure social distancing. Large gatherings such as 
assemblies and co-curricular activities have remained suspended for the time being. The remainder of 
the school year will be a different experience for everyone. This requires a fine balance between the 
imperative need to provide effective education and ensuring student safety. 

It is hoped that entire schools can be reopened once it is deemed safe to allow some form of normalcy 
to be returned to the life of students. As the pandemic eases, the MOE remains committed to supporting 
students in every possible way. Teachers and students need to see the silver lining during these 
unprecedented times and implement the use of technology into their routine, be it in learning or their 
daily routine. The MOE aim is to continue being internationally recognised for its quality in education 
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and its exemplary teachers and students. The ministry will also continue its push for higher English 
literacy at all levels of study and strengthen its national identity through subjects like history, moral, and 
religious studies. These efforts will produce Malaysians who are able to compete globally, becoming 
the next generation of doctors, entrepreneurs, CEOs, and talents. 

The aspirations of Vision 2020 that Malaysia has held onto for so long need to be remembered. Malaysia 
dreamt of a wealthy and advanced country when Vision 2020 was adopted decades ago. The nation 
has seen much progress since, with improvements in the standards of living, reduction in poverty, 
greater equality, better infrastructure, and so on. However, there are still rural areas that are in dire 
need of development. More work needs to be done to reach an advanced national status. Education is 
the key to unlocking such growth. The COVID-19 pandemic has served as a wake-up call in realising 
the need to utilise the use of the internet to prepare youths for IR4.0. The MOE will continuously carry 
out measures to boost the national curriculum to train and instil the values and skills necessary to lay a 
solid foundation for students to ensure they will be in demand for the future marketplace dominated by 
AI, analytics, and other components of IR4.0. Counsel will be sought from the private sector with the 
knowledge and experience of the necessary strategies to enhance the education system as a 
whole.  Educations will need to make necessary changes to keep up with the times to remain competent 
and relevant in a challenging global environment. 

  

Full session recordings available on YouTube. Search: 

KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific 
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