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INTRODUCTION
Educational policies and outcomes in both West
Malaysia and the Republic of Singapore can be better
understood in the 1 ight of the historical and political
developments which had taken place in the colonial era and
in the �est-independence period. In a very important sense,
educational provisions can be looked upon as the concrete
expressions of the social and political ideologies which
pervade the lives of people, particularly of the �uling elite
of each country as each attempts to rebui 1 d the kind of
society it thinks likely to make for viability in the
geopolitical context in which it finds itself and within the
constraints of gross and subtle interplay of political and
economic forces operating within the parameters of ethnic and
social class tensions.
The early history and development of education in
British Malaya and the Straits Settlement of Singapore ran
a parallel course. It is not the intention of this paper to
document in detail the educational provisions of the British
for both territories, yet mention of certain features are
necessary to understand the dilemmas faced by the governments
Suffice to say that under British rule
of these nations.
disparate systems of education using different languages of
instruction in English, Malay, Mandarin and Tamil schools
make it necessary for these two nations to devise strategies
to bring about a unification of the school systems, a complex
enough operation which not infrequently resulted in racial
riots and civil disorder. The problem of unification still
remains, and is likely to persist so long as each linguistic
group (English excepted) sees the existence of its schools
as a necessary condition for the preservation of its culture
and/or religion. Another significant event in Malaya was the
establishment of a Malay College in Kuala Kangsar, 1905, for
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These were
the sons of Sultans, Rajahs and .Chieftains 1 .
either absorbed into the British or the local ruler's
administrative system.
Up till today, the Administrative
Service rema-fns the preserve of the Malays.
In Singapore
Malay education was to remain vernacular and primary..
Instead the English medium schools were highly developed with
the full complement of primary, secondary and tertiary
institutions by 1905.
The administrators in the British
Administrative Service and later in independent Singapore are
therefore p�edominantly those who had taken advantage of the
English medium schools; they are likely to be Chinese or
Indian because very few Malays went to English schools prior
These two separate deve 1 opments in Ma 1 aya and
to 1959.
Singapore, either by design or chance, are to have important
bearings on the emergence of the political elite in each
country with all the ramifications that it implies.
After independence, the policies which symbolise
differences in ideologies of Malaya and Singapore diverge,
though each claims that the ultimate goal is a democratic,
multiracial, united nation. Obviously the paths or options
available are many, and the goal of a united, multiracial
nation may through the adoption of widely divergent means
produce outcomes that are momentous in terms of the people
whose lives are affected by such policies.
This is
particularly true in a modern society where social class
position is predicated upon the kind and level of formal
education an individual attains.
Both countries see in
education a powerful instrument to close the gap between the
"haves" and the "have nots".
In West Malaysia, the "have
nots" happen to coincide with ethnic stratification.
The
1

Wang, Bee-Lan Chan, Educational Selection, Achievement
and Decision Making in West Malaysia, Unpublished PhD
Thesis, Chicago, 1975, p 51.
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Malays, the majority- ethnic group, though politically
powerful are economically deprived relative to the minority
Chinese who control the economic life of the country. Hence,
West Malaysia seeks to close the economic gap between the two
ethnic groups through a policy of discrimination in favour
of the Malays, who significantly enough are label led the
"bumiputras" (the sons of the soil), by expanding Malay
schools at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels and
compromising on admission qualifications into upper
secondary, pre-university and university education for the
Malays.
In contrast to West Malaysia's policy of overt
discrimination in favour of one ethnic group, Singapore's
educational policy emphasises parity of treatment for the
four language streams of English, Malay, Chinese. and Tamil
The stress is on c 1 osing the gap between the
schools2 .
"haves" and the "have nots" irrespective of race, language
or religion.
Hence there is to be no discrimination
positively or negatively against any ethnic group. Singapore
for a time between 1959 and 1965, however, pursued a policy
of positive assistance to the Malays3 through a number of
measures:

2

Government White Paper on Education 1956, and Lim Tay Boh
Report, 1963.
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The positive assistance to the Malays in education must
be seen as part of the political move to seek merger with
Malaya.
"The people of Singapore strongly desire a political
merger with the Federation of Malaya. The important pre
condition for such a merger is that our own educational
policy in Singapore should approximate as closely as
possible, in essentials, with that of the Federation of
Malaya."
People's Action Party 4th Anniversary
Celebration Souvenir, 1958, Singapore, p 21.
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(a)

a building programme for Malay Secondary Schools;

(b)

establishing
Malays;

(c)

admitting Malay students into the University of
Singapore, Nanyang University and the Singapore
Polytechnic;

(d)

free education for all Malays up to tertiary
level;

(e)

establishing a system of bursaries� free
textbooks and transport allowances for poor
Malays.

Pre-university

classes

for

the

The steps taken are not justified on the grounds of special
privileges for the "sons of the soil";
the expression
"special privileges" is political taboo in Singapore. Rather
it is argued that there should be parity of treatment for all
language streams of education and it is on this ground that
positive assistance is given to Malay education.
Malay
education, so it was argued, had been neglected for a long
_time by the British (a convenient scapegoat not justified by
historical events) and hence steps had to be taken to develop
Malay education and through it Malay language and culture.
Moreover, Singapore by adopting Malay as the National
Language which would become compulsory for all schools, and
civil servants too, meant an immense boost to Malay
education.
Malay teachers need to be trained and as the
source of teacher recruitment is the secondary school,
secondary schools for Malay students need to be built. The
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argument was neat and the rationale apparently sound;
incipient protests were muted.

hence

SOME LANDMARKS IN WEST MALAYSIA'S EDUCATIONAL POLICY AND
ITS EFFECT ON THE EDUCATIONAL PROVISIONS FOR THE MALAYS
The trend of the Malay political elite's thinking was
evident as far back as 1951. In that year the Committee
appointed by the colonial administration to study Malay
education recommended the displacement of vernacular
education by a single system of primary education using both
English and Malay, and the siphoning off the best primary
school graduates into academic type English schools while the
rest be diverted to vocational and technical schools4. Such
a recommendation if accepted would have placed every child
irrespective of race on an equal competitive footing for a
place in the academic type secondary schools based on
academic criteria. The Malays may lose out to the other
races in such an educational arrangement and the Malays would
lose their privileged position.
The next educational landmark is the 1956 Tun Abdul
Razak Report which showed in embroynic form what was

4

Malaya; Report of the Committee on Malay Education, Kuala
Lumpur 1951, quoted in Bee-Lan Chan Wang, op cit., p 61.
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foreshadowed in the late 60s. It recommends
"a national system of education acceptable to
the people of the Federation as a whole which
will satisfy their needs and promote their
cultural,
social, economic and political
development as a nation, having regard to the
intention to make Malay the national language
of the country whilst preserving and sustaining
the growth of the language and the culture of
other communities living in the country."
The next educationa 1 1 andmark was the abo 1 ition of the
Malaysian Secondary School Examination in 1964 which in
effect means that all students could proceed to comprehensive
secondary schools for three years at the end of which
students have to sit for the first selective examination,
the Lower Certificate in Education. Successful candidates
are then allowed to proceed to Form Four and Five leading to
the Malaysian Certificate in Education.
The official pol icy on language of instruction in
schools is becoming manifestly clear, following the direction
set by the Razak Report of 1956. In 1964, two-thirds of the
curriculum were to be taught in either Malay or English. If
the former is chosen, then the latter would be compulsory for
the rest of the school time and vice versa. All assisted
schools have to follow the policy while private schools were
persuaded to follow suit with the promise of financial
It is increasingly clear that the Malaysian
. assistance.
government's objective, among others, is to help the Malay
Whi 1 e the Ma 1 ay
students through the education system.
students are "at home" with the Malay language, and have only
one other 1 anguage to master, English, students from the
other ethnic groups have to master two foreign languages as
5

Malaya: Report of the Education Committee. Kuala Lumpur,
1956, quoted in Bee-Lan Chan Wang, op cit., p 62.
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the majority of them are not likely to use either English or
Malay at home.
A more momentous change came in 1969, after the May
13th riots. All English primary and secondary schools will
be converted to Malay medium schools by 1980, starting with
primary one in 1970.
By 1983, all first-year university
courses will be conducted in Malay. The direction of change
was clearly directed towards the building of a nation based
on Malay as the national language with English as the second
language.
It was also clearly designed to assist as large
a group of Malay youths as possible to reach the highest
level
of education provided by the
State-financed
universities which multiplied manifold since independence in
1957.
The University of Malaya was established in 1962
followed by University Kebangsaan in 1970, University Science
in 1969, the National Institute of Technology and -the
Agriculture University in 1974. With widening opportunities,
strong government support and incentives, the increase in the
number of Malay students who reach Form Five, the Sixth Forms
and the universities is dramatic.

MALAY ENROLMENT IN PRIMARY, SECONDARY AND SIXTH
FORM CLASSES IN WEST MALAYSIA
Prior to 1962, there were very few Malay secondary
schools; Malay students in Malay primary schools therefore
either terminated their education at Darjah Seven or with
considerable difficulty after a year in Remove Classes
proceeded to English medium schools- for their secondary
education. There never was a large population of Malays in
After 1962 with determined
English medium schools.
government support, Malay enrolment in Malay medium schools
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have increased dramatically as illustrated in Table 1.
Against total enrolment, while primary enrolment in Malay
primary schools have remained at a fairly constant
percentage, the percentage increase in Malay secondary
enrolment has increased more than fivefold from 1961 to 1973.
Malay secondary enrolment in 1973 represents an increase of
674 percent against the 1964 enrolment, providing dramatic
evidence of wider opportunities available for Malay student
graduates from the Malay primary schools.
TABLE

1

:

TOTAL ENROLMENT AND MALAY ENROLMENT IN ASSISTED
SCHOOLS IN WEST MALAYSIA, 1947-1971
Secondary Schools

Primary Schools
% of
Malay
Enrol
ment

Total
Enrol
ment

Malay
Enrol
ment

1947

382,847

164,528

42.9

1961

1114,484

502,032

45.0

15,295
80,763
128,570

1967

1315,590

591,560
743,275

45.0

408,386

57.3

634,805

Year
1957
1964
1971

1973

933,151

1174,318

1457,698

1538,611

Source:

441,567

530,439

881,754

47.3
45.2

51.0

Total
Enrol
ment

176,949

495,365

Malay
Enrol
ment

n.a.
2,315

8,158

28,067

127,217

150,283
217,382

% of
Malay
Enrol
ment

n.a.
2.9

6.3
15.9

31. 2

30.3
34.2

EPRD 1968, 1973
Monthly Statistical Bulletin of West Malaysia,
August 1974, p 215.
Computed from tables presented by Bee-Lan Chan
Wang, op cit., p 64.

As the avowed objective of the Malaysian government
is to improve the educational and hence the economic status
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of the Malays, it fo 11 ows that secondary school expansion
programmes are followed by extension of opportunities for
Through a combination of generous
Sixth form education.
financial assistance and an almost assured place at
university level for Malays, sixth form enrolment of Malays
increases at a rapid rate6 as shown in Table 2.
TABLE 2

Year
1957
1960
1963
1965
1967
1971
Source:

SIXTH FORM ENROLMENT BY STREAM AND MEDIUM
OF INSTRUCTION, IN WEST MALAYSIA, 1957-1971
English Medium
Arts
Science
688
772
1 , 071
1,793
2,664
4,950

491
793
1,074
1,586
2,421
3,400

Malay Medium
Science
Arts
Nil
Nil
Nil
76
240
650

Nil
Nil
Nil
82
612
1,800

EPRD (1968) Tables 12-13, pp 40, 41.
EPRD (1973) Tables 7, p 20.
Wang, Bee-Lan Chan, p 70.

SINGAPORE'S EDUCATIONAL POLICY AND ITS EFFECTS ON THE
PRIMARY, SECONDARY AND POST-SECONDARY EDUCATIONAL
PROVISIONS FOR THE MALAYS
While momentous events in educational change were
taking place in West Malaysia, a change which will
significantly alter the educational and economic positions
of the Malays vis-a-vis the other educational groups,
6

Wang, Bee-Lan Chan, op cit., p 69.
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Singapore was working out its own formula for economic and
political viability for surviving in an area surrounded by
Malaysia and Indonesia, both of which are Malay-speaking
nations.
The policy adopted had to be one that did not
offend Malaysia and Indonesia but at the same time ensured
that Singapore, devoid of any natural resources, could take
off economically fast enough to stem the tide of communist
influence among the Chinese-educated group.
Moreover,
population-wise, the ethnic composition of Singapore and the
plural systems which existed prior to independence would have
made a policy identical to that of Malaysia untenable. A
comparison of the ethnic composition of the populations of
the two territories is given in Table 3.
TABLE 3

POPULATION OF WEST MALAYSIA AND SINGAPORE
BY ETHNICITY IN PERCENTAGES (1967)
Malays

Countries
West Malaysia8.
Singaporeb
Source:

44.5

14.5

Chinese
35.3
74.4

Indians
9.4
8.2

Others
10.8

2.9

a

Malaysia, Federal Department of Information,
Malaysia in brief (Kuala Lumpur, 1969)

b

Singapore Yearbook of Statistics, 1967,
p 10.

The almost balanced and sizable enrolments in Chinese medium
and English medium schools (where most of the students are
of the Chinese ethnic group) would have made a policy which
favours one or the other unacceptable. Any policy decision
which discriminates in favour of the Malays, the minority
group, which drew their strength and inspiration from
Malaysia, would have aroused the bitter opposition of both
the English and Chinese educated.
Given the volatile

11
situation in the fifties and early sixties when the Chinese
School Old Boys' association were politically articulate,
active, and heavily infiltrated by Communist cadres, a Malay
biased policy could well generate racial riots.
Table 4
provides the Primary One enrolment figure of the English and
Chinese language streams which to some extent reflected the
educational background of their parents:
TABLE 4 : PRIMARY ONE ENROLMENT IN ENGLISH AND CHINESE
MEDIUM SCHOOLS IN SINGAPORE, 1956-1960

Sou,:ce:

Year

Chinese

English

1956
1957
1958
1959
1960

30, 161
29,674
29,031
27,891
25,558

25,073
24,867
27,643
28,606
29,938

150 Years of Education in Singapore, ed. T.R.
Doraisamy, Singapore, p 98.

Only after 1959, the year of fu-11 self-government did
enrolment in English medium schools outstrip that in Chinese
medium schools.
Faced with forces which operated in
different directions and threatening the very stability of
society, the government in 1959 adopted the educational
po1 icy that was recommended in the Governm�nt White Paper
19567 which was enshrined in.the Education Ordinance of 1957.
7

The Government White Paper on Education 1956
recommendations of the All-Party Report 1955.
were endorsed by all the political parties,
which gave expression to the recommendations
to be acceptable.

adopted the
Since these
the policy
were likely
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Later the government's educational policy was endorsed by the
Lim Tay Boh Report (1963). Essentially, the policy stresses
on the following:
(a)
(b)

(c)
(d)
(e)

Parity of treatment for all language. streams;
Equality of financial grants;
A common curriculum for all;
Emphasis on Science, Mathematics and Technical
Education;
Adoption of Malay as a National Language.

Two events which wou 1 d have a 1 tered the course of
Malay education and the education of the Malays need mention
because they shaped the development and direction of Malay
education and inf 1 uenced the scope of opportunities both
educationally and occupationally of the Malays.

8

(a)

In 1951, the British Colonial Administration in
Singapore proposed the Re-Orientation Plan which
would equip students in Malay schools with an
adequate command of English to qualify them for
admission into English medium schools leading to
the Senior Cambridge Certificate Examination.·
Both the Singapore Malay 'teachers' Union and
Malay community leaders opposed the Plan as
aiming at the destruction of Malay traditional
culture. The Plan was dropped8 •

(b)

The next attempt to reform Malay education came
in 1956. The proposal to introduce the teaching

Note the parallel event in 1951 in British Malaya on
page 4.
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of Science and Mathematics in English from
primary six onwards was again attacked as an
attempt to subvert Malay culture.
Ri�orous
pressure by the Malay Press, Utusan Metaju, and
the main Malay political party, UMNO, compelled
the government to drop the proposa 1 .
Malay
education was allowed to maintain its status quo.
This course of action was adopted "for political
reasons only" as it "cannot be defended on
educational grounds and is contrary to the well
being of the community in general and Malays in
particular" 9•
With full self-government in 1959, the government
pursued Malay education more vigorously than previous
governments 10 . The first secondary classes were established
in 1960 (functioning in primary school premises) and the
first Malay secondary school, Sang Nila Utama, began with
forty-five classes in 1961, followed by Tun Seri Lanang
Secondary Schoo 1 .
The _first Ma 1 ay medium Pre-University
c 1 ass began in 1964.
The expansion in Ma 1 ay education
coincided with expansion in West Malaysia. The enrolment in
primary schools increased appreciably till 1965, when
Singapore seceded from Malaysia, after which date the
enrolment declined even more dramatically than its increase
in preceding years. Table 5 captures the.dramatic relation
between politics and education in figures.
9

Statement by the Minister of Education, 2 November
1956.

10

The Singapore Government was taking measures to
harmonise language policies as far as it dared to go
with those of Malaya's to pave the way for a possible
merger which did in effect come about in 1963 when
Malaya, Singapore, Sarawak and Sabah merged to form
the new state of Malaysia.
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TABLE 5

Year

TOTAL ENROLMENT IN ALL SCHOOLS AND ENROLMENT IN
MALAY PRIMARY SCHOOLS IN SINGAPORE, 1959-1974
Total Enrolment
All Schools

Malay
Enrolment

15,784
272,254
1959
22,220
319,095
1962
28,247
357,958
1965
Singapore secedes from Malaysia
27,676
368,654
1967
17,547
371,970
1968
15,365
366,881
1969
8,587
345,284
1973
5,712
337,816
1974
Source:

% of Malay
Enrolment
5.8
7.0
8.0
7.5
5.0
4.0
2.5
1. 7

Singapore Yearbook of Statistics, 1968, p 140;
1974/5, p 183.

While enrolment in Malay primary schools in West Malaysia has
reached an all time high of over fifty percent in 1973
against total school enrolment, enrolment in Malay primary
schools in Singapore took a steep plunge from 1969. The
percentage decrease in enrolment from 1967 to 1974 was a
staggering 79.4 percent.
Such a dramatic decline in.
enrolment in Malay medium schools is indicative of a "forced"
change in orientation of the Malay community.
In the
Singapore context, social, economic and political reality are
persuasive forces which "compel" the Malays to abandon their
former stand that cultural and religious considerations
should take precedence over other learnings in formal
education. Faced with the realities of the situation, the
Malays, generally regarded as conservative, are proving
themselves as adaptable as the other ethnic groups. Parents
of their own accord have sent their chi 1 dren to Eng 1 ish
medium schools fully aware that the Malay school graduate has
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no avenues of advancement either educationally or
occupationally in Singapore. The bulk of Malay children are
now in English medium schools and how well they will perform
at the GCE "O" level as compared with the other ethnic groups
can only be known at the end of 1976 as the first exodus of
Malay children from Malay schools to English medium schools
began only in 1968, when it became increasingly apparent to
them that they be "doomed" to lowly occupations so long as
they remain in Ma 1 ay med tum schoo 1 s11 •
Malay enrolment in Malay medium secondary schools,
which came into existence only in 1960, can be seen in Table
6.
As in the Malay medium primary schools, the percentage
of enrolment in Malay medium secondary schools to total
secondary school enrolment is fifty percent less than the
proportion of the population of Malays to the total
It is a clear case of
population of Singapore.
underrepresentation of Malays at the secondary leve1 1 2•
A
similar situation obtained in West Malaysia where enrolment
in Ma 1 ay medium schoo 1 s forms 34. 2 percent of the tota1
secondary school enrolment - a percentage which falls far
short of the percentage of Ma 1 ays ( 44. 5%) to the tota 1
population.
11

The anguish and bitterness of the Malays are reflected
in the papers presented in a Seminar, Malay
Participation in the Nati ona 1 Deve 1 opment of Singapore
in May, 1970.

12

It is necessary to note that there are Ma 1 ays in
English medium schools and integrated schools but
their numbers are never made known through any of the
official statistical publication. An estimate is that
all in all Malays form no more than ten percent of the
total school enrolment.

,
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TABLE 6

ENROLMENT: ALL SCHOOLS AND MALAY MEDIUM
SECONDARY SCHOOLS IN SINGAPORE, 1959-1974

Year

Total Enrolment
A11 Schools

1959
1962
1965
1969
1973
1974

48,723
72,308
102,861
131,455
155,050
154,606

Source:

Singapore:
Singapore:
p 190.

Malay
Enrolment
Nil

3,803
6,343
8,466
9,374
8,657

% of Malay
Enrolment
0
5.3
6.2
6.4
6.0
5.6

Yearbook of Statistics, 1968, p 143.
Yearbook of Statistics, 1974/5,

More important than· the enrolment figures and
percentages of Malay students in Malay medium schools is the
number of Ma1ay students going through the system
successfully.
Enrolment figures may be indicative of the
number of students at each level of the education ladder but
in a modern society with a well-developed exchange economy
it is the final stage of certification either at the
secondary four, pre-university or university level that
counts in access to occupation, status and economic reward.
Table 7 and Table 8 illustrate the limited success of Malay
students at the School Certificate and Higher School Certificate level:

TABLE 7

Year
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
Source:

TABLE 8

..

17
NUMBER AND PERCENTAGE WHO SAT AND PASSED THE
MALAYSIA CERTIFICATE IN EDUCATION (MALAY MEDIUM),
1963-1969
No. sat

No. passed

1,564
1,482
1,190
1,308
1,470
1 , 216

576

210

36.8

644

43.4

490
340
280
313

41.2

26.0
19.0
25.7
19.5

41

Adapted from Table in Malay Participation in the
National Development of Singapore, 1971, p 9.

NUMBER AND PERCENTAGE WHO OBTAINED FULL
H.S.C. (MALAY MEDIUM), 1966-1969

Year

No. sat

No. passed

1966
1967
1968
1969

3
49
38
72

2
28
15
11

Source:

Percent of passes

Percent of passes
66.7
57.1
39.5
15.3

Malay Participation in the National Development
of Singapore, 1971, p 9.

The percentage of passes both at the School
Certificate and the Higher School Certificate is well below
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that of the national average. Comparative figures for Malay
medium students and the other schools at both these levels
of examination for 1968 ( data for other years are not
available) show this up clearly.
TABLE 9

NO. AND PERCENTAGES WHO OBTAINED FULL SCHOOL
CERTIFICATES AND HIGHER SCHOOL CERTIFICATES
BY. TYPE OF SCHOOL - 1968
Higher School Certificate

School Certificate
No. sat

No. passed

No. sat

No .. passed

Malay
Medium

1,216

313

25.7

38

15

39.5

Chinese
Medium

10,083

6,077

60. 3

2,286

1, 1'49

50. 3

English
Medium

18,236

9,149

50.2

55

27

49.1

Tami 1
Medium
Total
Source:

29,846

15,895

50.3

1,691

4,015

1,197

2,361

70.8

58.8

Adapted from Education in Singapore 1969. ·The
above figures do not include candidates from the
Adult Education Board and private candidates.

MALAYS IN HIGHER EDUCATION IN WEST MALAYSIA-AND SINGAPORE

In West Malaysia, in line with the government's policy
to promote the education of the Malays as a strategy in the
restructuring of society resulted in an "explosion" of
universities. Except for the University of Malaya in Kuala
Lumpur, the other universities were established within the
last six years (see page 7).
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The use of an unwritten "quota system" coupled with
scholarships, a lowering of admission requirements and the
open door policy of the Civil Service to Malay graduates (the
quota is four Malays to one other) certainly help to increase
Malay enrolment at the universities. Table 10 illustrates
this trend:
TABLE 10 : ENROLMENT OF MALAYS TO TOTAL ENROLMENT AT
WEST MALAYSIAN UNIVERSITIES
Year

Total Enrolment

Malay Enrolment

1970
1973

8,148
11,749

3,237
6,188

Source:

% of Malays
39.7
52.7

Malaysia: Mid-Term Review of the Second Malaysia
Plan 1971-1975 (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia Government
Press, 1973, p 193) adapted from Wang, Bee-Lan
Chan, Table 14 p 71.

While the percentage of Malay enrolment in the universities
jumped from 39.7 percent (1970) to 52.7 percent (1973), the
Chinese enrolment declined from 49.2 percent (1970) to 38.8
percent (1973). Bee-Lan Chan Wang comments almost all of the
44 percent total increase in enrolment in degree courses from
1970 to 1973 is attributable to the near-do�bljng of the
number of Ma 1 ay students 13 •
In West Malaysia, the provision of higher education
is a government monopoly and hence expansion. of tertiary
education is within governmental control. After the May 13th
Tragedy in 1959, the Malaysian government was determined to
redress the inequities which exist in the opportunity
13

Wang, Bee-Lan Chan, op cit., p 74.
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structure of society and embarked upon a programme of
expansion in tertiary education institutions to take in more
Malay students, particularly from the Malay medium schools.
By 1974, over 60 percent of new admissions to the five
universities were Malay�. While �t is legitimate to ensure
that all·ethnic groups have a fair representation in higher
education, it is potentially a dangerous stratagem if the
need to increase Malay participation leads to the restriction
of opportunities for non-Malays especially when it is seen
that allocation of places in institutions of higher learning
is based not on objective academic criteria but on a
combination of performance and race, with ethnic origin being
given the more �eight.
In Singapore, where admission requirements are
strictly in accordance with performance at the G.C.E. "A"
level (an external examination), the Malays could not make
any headway. Another possible reason is that Singapore has
only two universities as compared with West Malaysia's five
universities. In the University of Singapore, the medium of
instruction is English and in the Nanyang University both
English and Mandarin are used.
Clearly then, the Malay
medium students are disadvantaged in terms of the language
used in these two universities. Moreover, the smaller flow·
of Malay students from Pre-University classes would itself
have implied a smaller chance of getting into the
universities. · The underrepresentation of Malays. at the
University of Singapore can· be gauged by comparing Malay
enrolment (76) with total enrolment (3,642) for the year
1970 .. Malay undergraduates comprise a mere 2.1 percent of
the total university enrolment.
The propensity of Malay
students for certain degree courses, viz the Arts and
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Humanities is almost similar to that in West Malaysia 14 .
Table 11 shows this propensity in absolute numbers and
percentages.
TABLE 11

MALAY STUDENTS' ENROLMENT IN VARIOUS DISCIPLINES

IN THE UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE, 1970-1971

Arts and Social Sciences
Science
Law
Accountancy
Business Administration
Medicine

No.
39
10
13
5
4
5

�

51
13
17
6.5
5.3
6.5

No Malay student enrolled for Dentistry, Pharmacy,
Architecture, Building, Engineering or Education. The Malay
students' heavy bias towards the Arts and social Sciences,
disciplines which are low on the priority scale of
Singapore's educational needs may mean that smaller numbers
of Malays would be able to gain admission into the University
of Singapore, the current policy being to reduce the Arts and
Social Sciences departments and to expand the departments
dealing with Engineering and other applied sciences in
commerce and business 15•
Nanyang University's Malay Studies Department was the
other avenue opened to Malay students but the Malay enrolment
14

Wang, Bee-Lan Chan, op cit., p 74.

15

Lim Chong Yah.
"Mars Versus Selective Higher
Education in Southeast Asia - the Responses of the
University of Singapore ... in The Growth of Southeast
Asian Universities: Expansion Versus Consolidation,
ed. Amnuay TapingKae, RIHED, Singapore, 1974.
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had remained small and insignificant. From 1968 to 1971,
there were only 21 students. The department ceased to enrol
students in 1972 16 .
MALAY ENROLMENT IN DIPLOMA ANO CERTIFICATE GRANTING
INSTITUTIONS IN WEST MALAYSIA AND SINGAPORE
As in university enrolment, Malay representation. in
Diploma
and
Certificate
granting
institutions
is
insignificant for apart from the small number of Malays'who
successfully completed their secondary education, they_have
In the
never been attracted towards technical education.
Singapore Polytechnic which grants both Di-ploma and
Certificates, Malay enrolment at each sessional year remains
small as shown in Table 12.
TABLE 12
Year
1961/2
1962/3
1963/4
1964/5
1965/6
1966/7
1967/8
1968/9
Source:
16

ENROLMENT OF MALAYS AT THE SINGAPORE
POLYTECHNIC, 1961/2-1968/9
Total Enrolment Malay Enrolment % of Malays
70
2,126
3.3
97
2,407
4.0
50
2,254
2.2
2,147
3.5
75·
103
2,472
4.2
2,746
85
3. 1
115
3,027
3.8
128
3,417
3.7
M�lay Participation in the National Development
in Singapore, Sharom Ahmat and James Wong, p 9.

Ahmat, Sharom. "University Education in Singapore:
The Dilemma of the Malay-Medi um Educated" in
Development of Higher Education in Southeast· Asia:
Problem and Issues, ed. Yip Yat Hoong, RIHED,
Singapore, 1973.
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The enrolment figures for Nge� Ann Technical College are not
available but Malay students, if any at all, would form an
insignificant group in this College which was originally
built to take in students from the Chinese stream. It was
established as a private enterprise by the Teochew clan and
has since been taken over by the government.
Malay enrolment in qiploma and Certificate granting
institutions in West Malaysia present a picture that is in
direct contrast to that in Singapore.
In the five such
institutions in West Malaysia, Malay students form the
overwhelming majority as shown in Table 13.
TABLE 13

ENROLMENT OF MALAYS AND OTHERS IN DIPLOMA AND
CERTIFICATE GRANTING INSTITUTIONS, WEST
MALAYSIA, 1970 AND 1973
1970
Total
Enrol
ment

Malay
Enrol
ment

% of
Malay
Enrol
ment

Univ of Agri
cu1ture

545

458

National Inst
Tech

618
1801

Institutions

Mara Inst Tech
Ungku Omar
Polytechnic
T.A.R. College
Source:

493

1973

% of
Malay
Enrol
ment

Total
Enrol
ment

Malay
Enrol
ment

84.0

1384

1168

84.4

390

63. �

1246

1082

86.8

1801

100.0

3997

3997

100.0

216

43.8

915

705

77.0

642

2

0.3

Malaysia: Mid-Term Review of the Second Malaysia
Plan, 1971-1975, (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia; Government
Press, �973, p 193), adapted from Wang, Bee-Lan Chan
· Table 14, p 72.
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To sum up, it is clear that Malays in West Malaysia have made
substantial gains during the last decade while Malay
educational attainment in Singapore has remained stable at
a very low level. Table 14 provides a composite and overall
picture of the level of education amongst Singapore Malays
in relationship to the other ethnic groups.
TABLE 14 · PERSONS AGED 10 AND OVER BY ETHNICITY AND
EDUCATION COMPLETED, SINGAPORE, 1966
Indians/
% of
% of
% of
PakisTotal
Chinese Total Malays Total tanis
Total
Still in Pr
Sch

192,945

156,385

81.0

22,062

11.4

11,990

6.2

No Education

348,887

286,718

82.1

43,277

12.4

17,832

5. 1

uncompleted
Pr Edun

321,515

264,191

82.1

34,028

10.5

21,647

6.7

Completed Pr
Edun

273,948

216,527

79.0

33,477

12.2

18,162

6.6

Uncompleted
Sec Edun

104,537

80,800

77.2

9,392

8.9

9,639

9.2

97,889

71,037

72.5

4,427

4.5

7,883

8.0

Uncompleted Univ
or College Edun
(Local)

720

516

71.6

52

7.2

127

17.6

Completed Univ
or College Edun
(Local)

13,729

11,460

83.4

410

2.9

1,257

9. 1

Uncompleted Univ
or College
(Foreign)

916

498 54.3
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2.8

130

14. 1

52

0.7

952

13.8

80.1 147,203

10.8

89,619

6.5

Completed Sec
Edun

Completed Univ
or College
(Foreign)
Total
Source:

6,893

3,265

1,361,979

1,091,397

47.3

Singapore, Sample Household Survey, 1966, pp 118, 119, 120.
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In the Singapore context, meaningful participation in
the economic activity of the country requires at least a
secondary education.
Of the 97,889 who had comp 1 eted
secondary education only 4.5 percent are Malays. Only 2.2
percent Malays had a university or College education in a
workforce of 20,622 who are university or college graduates.
Put it another way, of the bulk of Malay workers of 147,203,
about 96.3 percent did not possess a Cambridge School
Amongst the Chinese of a total workforce of
Certificate.
1,091,397, 90.7 percent did not possess a Cambridge School
Certificate.
CONCLUSION

The vigorous pursuit of an overt pro-Malay policy both
in education and in access to emp 1 oyment in government
service during the last decade in West Malaysia has certainly
led to very significant gains for the Malays vis-a-vis the
other ethnic groups. In terms of representation in Secondary
schoo 1 s and tertiary institutions of education they have
outstripped the other ethnic groups. By 1973, Malays were
disproportionately overrepresented in the university system
as a whole. Out of a total enrolment of 11,749, 52.7 percent
of the university students were Malays, which is more than
· their proportion in the total population (45%) . . To the
extent that the policy is to redress the imbalance of the
educational attainment of the different ethnic groups, the
po 1 icy may be judged to be successfu 1 .
But the means
· employed may appear questionable in the form of restrictive
practices by the Ministry which choke off the flow .of
students from other ethnic groups into the universities.
Criteria of university admission based on race other than
"academic excellence" may appear as unfair and non-

26

untversalistic to those who have the potentialities to
benefit from a university education.
In politics, and
education is hopelessly tied to politics, the means must not
only be fair but be seen to be fair to obviate tension and
conflict amongst different groups of competing interests
especially when group differentiation is postulated upon
ethnic differentiation. The short history of West Malaysia
has already been bedevilled by several serious racial riots.
The current policy of overt racial discrimination in favour
of the Malays may contain the seeds of future strife. Signs
of such strife are not lacking during the last two years.
Increased "terrorist" activity resulting in the death of the
Inspector General last year is symptomatic of an unsettled
problem of the position of the Chinese vis-a-vis the Malays.
The unprecedented influx of Malays into the universities too
is a source of potential civil disorder heralded by
widespread university student strike and riot (confined to
the Malay students) in Kuala Lumpur in 1975.
Their true
grievances are not immediately known but from press reports
it appears that they are agitating for a guarantee of
employment after graduation and against the possibility of
a stricter adherence to academic standards by university
professors before degree certification.
In Singapore, of all the racial groups under
consideration, the Malays continue to 1ag behind at a 11
levels and in all fields of education. The Malay dilemma in
Singapore is very real. As a minority group it is certainly
disadvantaged in many ways.
Positive assistance appears
necessary but at this juncture in the history of Singapore,
discrimination in favour of any ethnic group appears highly
improbable. The two years in Malaysia had shown the present
political leaders of Singapore the dangers of special
privileges which could lead to communal bitterness and
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strife.
The year after Singapore left Malaysia, the
Constitutional Commission (1966) recommended (and accepted
by the government) that "the best means of safeguarding
minorities was to make all citizens equal before the law,
with no discrimination, no restrictions and at the same time
no privileges"17. Written into the Constitution is a clause
prohibiting discrimination on grounds of race, descent,
origin or religion.
What is happening in Singapore is
undoubted 1 y a direct reaction to what is taking p 1 ace in
Malaysia.
In the meantime, the government operates strictly on
the principle of equality of opportunity for all.
Irrespective of the 1 anguage of instruction used in the
schools, whether it be Chinese, Malay, English or Tamil, such
a principle is noteworthy but can operate against those who
have not the wherewithal to take advantage of the opportunity
available, either through the well-known handicaps of socio
economic status membership and/or through cultural handicaps
peculiar to specific ethnic groups. The Malays by history,
tradition and culture are the least ready compared with the
Chinese or Indians in Singapore to partake of the competitive
race for status and reward in the twentieth century context.
For over a century, they have lived in comparative physical,
cultural, social and to some extent economic isolation from
the other communities and hence able to maintain and sustain
a traditional way of life that is characterised by
graciousness,
leisureliness and intra-communal
mutual
support.
Thrown into the new society of independent
Singapore which depends for its survival on fierce
17

Turnball, C.M. "Constitutional Development 1819-1968"
in Modern Singapore ed by Ooi Jin Bee and Chiang Hai
Ding, Singapore, University of Singapore, 1969, p 193.
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competition, intens :i ve effort and operating on the
unmitigated meritocratic and equal opportunity principles,
the Ma 1 ays found themse 1 ves caught in a situation not of
their own making.
Thus the Malays are culturally
disadvantaged in the sense that they are "found in a position
of low status, power and influence during a given stage in
the modernisation process"18• A local Malay scholar, Sharom
Ahmat, refers to the "painful dilemma of a relatively
backward com�unity caught ·in the momentum of development,
where by the time they are ready to participate, events have
overtaken them"19 • The results of the race for survival have
left the Malays far behind in terms of education attainment
and access to certain economically rewarding occupations as
can be seen in Table 15.
TABLE 15 : GOVERNMENT DIVISION ONE OFFICERS OF·WEST
MALAYSIA (1968) A�D SINGAPORE (1967)
West Malaysia*
%
No.
1142
Malays
33.7
66.3
Non-Malays 2250
100.0
3392
Total
Source:

Singapore:
Malaysia:

Singapore*
%
No.
32
2.4
97.6
1282
1314
100.0

Report on Cfvil Service Statistics,.
1967
National Oper.ations Council, The
May 13th Tragedy, A Report (Kuala
Lumpur, 1968)

* Figures exclude police and the Armed Forces.
18

Smilansky, Moshe and David Nero,
"A Longitudinal
Study of the Gifted.Disadvantaged" in The Educational
Forum. Vol XXXIX, No 3, March 1975, p 274.

19

Ahmat Sharom,
"University Education in Singapore:
The Di lemma of the Malay-Medium Educated" in
Development of Higher Education in Southeast Asia, ed
by Yip Vat Hoong, RIHED, Singapore, 1972.
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The low educational level of the Malays is also
reflected in the occupations they hold. Table 16 provides
the distribution of workers ten years and over by principal
occupation by ethnicity for 1966.
The distribution of ethnic groups within each
occupational category as we11 as the selectivity ratios
provide an index of ethnic balance or imbalance within each
occupational category.
Malays are overrepresented in
occupational category ( 6), ( 8) and ( 9), the 1 ow status
groups, while underrepresented in occupational category (1)
and (2), the high status groups. It is interesting to note
that the Chinese are not overrepresented in occupations
category ·c 1) and (2). The column headed by "Others" which
include Eurasians, Europeans, Americans, Japanese and other
nationalities are heavily overrepresented in occupations
category (1) and (2) .

30
TABLE 16: DISTRIBUTION BY OCCUPATION BY ETHNICITY FOR
SINGAPORE, 1966
(PERCENTAGES AND SELECTIVITY RATIOS*)
Occupational
Classifications

Total Chinese Malays Indians Others
6.5
( 1.1)

4.2
( 0.64)

23.8
(3.66)

1

Professional T�chni�al
& Related Workers

6.5

2

Administrative Exec &
Managerial Workers

1.8

3

Clerical & Related
Workers

4

Agric Fishery Forestry
& Related Workers

7.4

3.8
(0.51)

2.9
(0.39)

0,7
(0,09)

0.0
( 0 )

5

Miners & Quarrymen

0.2

0.2
(1.00)

0.1
( 0. 05)

(

0.0
0 )

0.0
( 0 )

6

Workers in Transport
& Communication

8.2

7.3
(0._89)

17.7
(2.16)

5.6 ·
11.0
(0.68) (1.34)

7

Craftsman Production
Process Workers &
Labourers

27.4

28.6
( 1 . 04)

20.5
(0.7 4)

24.9
(0.91)

11.5
(0.41)

8

Workers in Service
Sports Recreation &
Occupat ioh ··

20, 8

33. 1
18. 7 ·
(0.90) (1.59)

2 7. 8
( 1 . 34)

15. 6
(0. 7 5)

9

Workers not classified
by Occupation & have
not worked

5.0

5.0
6.9
( 1 . 00) (1.38)

3.8
(0.76)

5.4
(1 . 08)

Total
No. of Persons (000)
Source:
*

11.7

·100
576.7

0.4
1.7
(0.94) (0.22)
11.2
(0.96)

100

463.7

11.3
(0.97)

100
52.4

6.5
(1.00)
2·.2

( 1 . 2)

c

12.3
1 • 05 >

100
44.6

Sample Household Survey 1966,
Singapore Government Printing Office, 1967,
Tables p 91, p 91(a), p 91(b).

Selectivity ratio is in parenthesis.

8.7

( 4. 83)

·c

22.0
1 • 88 >

100
15.8
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Data on the educational attainment of members of the
labour force are not available for 1966 but are available for
the year 1974. Assuming that there is a close relationship
between occupation and educational qualification, and this
is so in Singapore, then the position of the Malays vis-a
vis the other ethnic groups has not improved in any way.
Table 17 shows this up very clearly.
TABLE 17 : ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE PERSONS BY HIGHEST
QUALIFICATIONS ATTAINED AND RACE
(PERCENTAGES AND SELECTIVITY RATIOS*), 1974
(*SELECTIVITY RATIOS IN PARENTHESIS)
Highest qualification attained

Total

Primary

45.0

Post-Primary
Incomplete Sec

7. 1

Chinese
43.2
(1.0)

Malays

Indians

Others

59. 1
(1.3)

43.7
(1.0)

25
(0.6)

7.5
(1. 1)

10.2
(1.4)

5.8
(0.8)

5. 1
(0.7)

Secondary

32.9

33.8
(1. O)

26.4
(0.8)

34.4
(1.0)

38.0
(1.2)

Post-Secondary

10.2

11.2
(1.1)

3.9
(0.4)

11.2
(1.1)

12.7
(1.2)

3.9

4.1
(1.1)

0.3
(0.01)

4.9
( 1.3)

17.0
(4.4)

Not classifiable

0.2

0.2
(1.0)

0.1
(0.5)

Total
No. of
persons (000)

100

100

100

514.9

397.2

727.5

Tertiary

Source:

2.2
( 11.0)
100
317.6

100
134.0

Computed from Report on the Labour Force Survey
of Singapore, 1974, Ministry of Labour and
National Statistical Commission, Table 17 p 37.

Selectivity ratios show that Malays were heavily under-
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presented at the post-secondary and tertiary levels .
Singapore while de-emphasising problems predicated
upon racial 1ines may defuse the possibility of a racial
cohflagration which had been all too common in the past but
needs to pay greater attention to minority groups that have
not made it up the educational and economic ladder. Poverty
and apparent blockages of legitimate avenues to succees in
a context of growing prosperity (Singapore's G.N.P. has grown
from S$4402.2 million 1968 to S$12,655.2 million in 1974) 20
can constitute a potential danger to peace and harmony. For
the last decade since Singapore seceded from Malaysia in
1965� it has been too preoccupied with political stability
based on a scrupulous observance of equality of treatment
for all and with economic survival based on economic growth
in all costs. In this climate, the poor whether they be
Ma1ays or Chinese, 1ose out. The Ma 1 ays tend to 1 ose out
more simply because they, in the past, persisted in sending
their children to Malay medium schools, which are educational
and occupational deadends. in Singapore.
The massive
withdrawal of Malay children from Malay medium schools and
enrolment tn English medium schools from 1968 onwards (see
p.14) reflect Malay awarene�s of the low economic value of
Ma1ay education.
Inci denta11y, Chinese schoo1 s are a1so
experiencing a similar trend of decreasing enrolment; the
enrolment in Chinese primary schools declined by 17.6 percent
from 1967 to 1974.
Conversely, English medium primary
schools show an increase in enrolment of 5.9 percent from
1967 to 1974 while English medium secondary schools
·registered an all time high of 40 percent increase from 1967
to 197421 •
20

Singapore Yearbook of Statistics, 1974/5, p 40.

21

Singapore Yearbook of Statistics, 1967 and 1974/5,
p 141-144 and p 187-191.
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English education is seen as the only avenue to advancement
educationa11 y, soc i a11 y and economica11 y and before 1ong
economic forces will operate to eliminate-the plural systems
of education of the past.
Unification of the education
system may yet be achieved in the near future without any
overt governmental intervention in contrast to West
Ma1 aysia' s direct governmenta1 intervention to rep1 ace the
plural educational systems of the past with the National type
of schools.
It would be naive to assume that when every child ge�s
into the
Eng1 ish medium schoo1 ,
then prob 1 ems of
differentia1 s in educationa1 achievement wou1 d be so1ved.
The problem of the "push-out" and the "drop-out" for children
from the lower socio-economic status class whatever their
ethnic origin will remain if the relentless streaming and
se 1 ection in terms of passing examinations in the present
school system persists, offering few second chances to those
who fail to excel. Again irrespective of race, the middle
class has been and will continue to be the main beneficiary
of the vast amount of public investment in education and
training. The poor and the less able are likely to have less
oppo·rtunities in a society which has "elevated meritocracy
to the level of a state religion with inequality being viewed
essentially as a by-product of participation in the market
system"22.
Singapore's preoccupation with economic growth and
political stability preclude any serious attempt at
reallocation of necessary resources to the equalisation of
22

Pang, Eng Fong.
"Development and Social Equity in
Singapore" in Trends in Singapore, ed Seah Chee Meow,
·singapore University Press, 1975.
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educational opportunity to the extent possible in more mature
and advanced Western industrial nations. The area of main
concern was and still is to divert resources in industrial
development and to ensure a sufficient flow of the "right"
type of manpower to make this development possible.
The
social, ethnic or religious origin of the aggregate of digits
that go into the manpower pool does not lead the political
and economic elite to question the equity of an educational
system that promotes the interest of one socio-economic group
and has little impact in terms of social and occupational
mobility for members of the lower socio-economic status
group.
And 85 percent of the Malays belong to the lower
income group. At this stage in the development of Singapore,
the political elites choose economic growth for "development
strategies predicated on notions of social equity may well
clash with those designed to achieve maximal economic growth
and the most efficient allocation of limited resources"23.
Problems of social equity will follow economic growth and a
sense of national economic security. There are indications
that Singapore is ready to turn its attention to problems
posed by social inequity as reflected in the way the
educational system operates 2 ' .

23

Foster, Philip. "Access to Schooling" in Educational
and National Development, ed D. Adams. Routledge and
Regan Paul, 1971, p 13.
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The Minister of Education has announced the intention
of his Ministry to restructure the Primary and
Secondary School System to ensure that "s 1 ow 1 earners"
will have better chances of success. Details of the
restructuring has as yet to be made public.
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