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Abstract 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) was created to give 
Indigenous peoples the right to determine their own educational system. In article 14 it is 
stated that, Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their educational 
systems and institutions, providing education in their own languages; in a manner appropriate 
to their cultural methods of teaching and learning. Ever since the 61 years of independence, 
Orang Asli has never been neglected or excluded from the government’s planning in ensuring 
their education development. Therefore, this paper relied on the qualitative approach using 
secondary data. This paper reviews the current and the past reports from 1995 until 2015 that 
reflect the shifts in government policy of Indigenous education in Malaysia. The data were 
then analysed using thematic analysis. Evidences from a range of reports, have been utilised 
to shed light on why Indigenous peoples’ educational disadvantage persists, despite extensive 
government and community effort and resources. This paper also highlights and recommends 
the self-determination, equity and recognition for Orang Asli education system. Furthermore, 
Orang Asli have the best knowledge of their culture and curriculum needs and the most 
appropriate approach, which enable them to cater for their own particular circumstances and 
create a successful outcome in the development of Indigenous education policy.  
Keyword: Indigenous Education Policy, Orang Asli, Equity, Recognition, Human Rights 
 
Introduction 
The United Nations International Decade (1995-2004) addressed some issues such as human 
rights, the environment, development, health, culture and education during the second 
session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. One of the aims of the Forum was 
the discrimination suffered by Indigenous peoples in the education system, the loss of 
Indigenous languages, the exclusion of Indigenous cultures and knowledge from the school 
curricula, and the need to promote the participation and contribution of Indigenous peoples 
in the development of culturally and linguistically appropriate educational programs. For this 
reason the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) is 
created to give Indigenous peoples the right to determine their own education system 
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(UNDRIP, 2007). Article 14 states that, Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and 
control their educational systems and institutions and provide education in their own 
languages; in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning. 
Moreover, Indigenous individuals, particularly children have the rights to all levels and forms 
of education of the state without any discrimination (UNDRIP, 2007). 
 
Education for indigenous peoples cannot be considered in isolation from the issues of 
discrimination, democracy and human rights. Article 6 of the World Declaration on Education 
for All states that, successful learning can only take place in healthy and culturally appropriate 
environments as learning connects many aspects of life with the well-being of the learner 
(UNESCO, 2000, p. 8). Furthermore, Indigenous education is within the context of 
contemporary discussions on how it is linked with cultural, linguistic and biological diversity 
as well as its association with issues of identity, survival and sustainability (Mohd Roslan, 
2014, 2016). Education is a prerequisite, and a tool for enhancing the opportunities for 
learners to exercise their social, cultural, economic, civil and political rights and 
responsibilities. Education for Orang Asli must therefore be considered on the basis of 
recognition and understanding and promotion of human rights specifically the rights to 
cultural identity in which it can also contribute to the pluralist societies (Mohd Roslan, 2014; 
Mohd Roslan & Sara, 2015).   
 
In Malaysia, the development of Orang Asli via education is significantly in line with the 
physical growth of infrastructural and modern agricultural methods introduced by the 
government in 1960 (Asnarulkhadi, Maria, Zahid, Mariani, & Hanina, 2007). The measures 
taken to improve the quality of the life of the Orang Asli and their education in particular, are 
not new. The government of Malaysia has introduced initiatives to integrate minority groups 
into the mainstream and this can be seen as a measure to fulfil social participation 
(Asnarulkhadi, 2005; Roslan, 2010; Sarjit, Roslan, & Ma'rof, 2010). In Malaysia, these 
initiatives constituted part of the Second Malaya Plan (1961-1965) until the Tenth Malaysia 
Plan (2011-2015). However, the curriculum is developed and modelled on mainstream 
curricula without taking any account of the Orang Asli cultural issues (Mohd Roslan, 2014; 
Mohd Roslan & Sara, 2015). However these cultural issues are not incorporated in the 
educational process in which it can actually help to preserve the culture or even apply the 
knowledge in the classroom setting. 
  
The integration of minority groups into the mainstream curricula is based on policies created 
by the government with the intention to provide the best education for the Indigenous 
people. However, the efforts and policies established by the government to increase 
education among the Orang Asli has resulted in vain as studies showed that these efforts do 
not provide the best education for them (Hasan, 2009; Hasmah, 2013; Nicholas, 2006). In 
terms of education, aboriginal communities are still far behind compared to the mainstream 
society (Hasan, 1997, 2009; Hasmah, 2013; Nicholas, 2006; O. Omar, 2004; Sumathi, 2016). 
For almost 60 years of mainstream education for the Orang Asli, the education issues for 
Indigenous groups have not been resolved. This lack of progress in education begs the 
question: is the education policy made by the government today more beneficial to the 
mainstream society than to the Orang Asli community? This question remains important 
because the Orang Asli are still behind in terms of educational achievement (see the report 
of Department of Orang Asli Development, 2011). The mainstream education system is 
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rejected by the Orang Asli in Malaysia (Mohd Roslan, 2013; Nicholas, 2006; Tijah & Joseph, 
2003). This situation is often characterized by a lack of access to an education that respects 
the diverse cultures and languages of the Orang Asli. Despite of this evidence, the government 
in Malaysia seems to ignore the issues raised by the Orang Asli and continues to impose a 
mainstream education system on them (see the report of SUHAKAM, 2011a; SUHAKAM, 
2011b, 2012). 
 
This paper argues that Orang Asli has education system which has a mainstream orientation 
and very little consideration is given to the educational requirements, cultural context and 
also languages of Indigenous peoples. This has indirectly impacted the educational outcomes 
for Indigenous students with limited acknowledgment of the rights of Indigenous people in 
the education system. Therefore, it is important for educators to address educational 
disadvantage and the rights of Indigenous people in schools because it can contribute to social 
justice and hinder the learning process and education outcomes. This paper provides analysis 
of the current practices and policy of Indigenous education that can contribute to improving 
the current policy and ensuring justice for all students. These issues remain important in 
improving equity and self-determination among Indigenous people and ensuring social justice 
for Indigenous peoples in Malaysia. 
 
Therefore, my argument is that the rights to education for the Orang Asli should be based on 
minimum standards promoted by the United Nations Declaration on The Right of Indigenous 
peoples (UNDRIP), which states that ‘Everyone has the right to education’ (Article 26.1) and 
that ‘Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their 
children’ (Article 26.3). Access to education is important in determining positive socio-cultural 
outcomes of people in all societies. It is critical that cultural models of education are respected 
and recognized and not simply ‘tolerated’ in order for different frameworks to co-exist and 
for all students to have equal access to education within culturally diverse societies (Mohd 
Roslan, Mansor, & Nik Alia Fahada, 2019). For example, the concept of tolerance which was 
introduced by Derrida (2006) in his work The Politics of Friendship stresses that tolerance is 
something unconditional and will benefit both sides. Tolerance is in this way subsumed in a 
responsibility for the other. Tolerance is surpassed in accordance with one’s own will and 
desire, one takes as one’s task the fulfilment of the desire of the life-project the other cannot 
actualize. 
 
International Standards for Orang Asli Education Rights: The UNDRIP 
In pledging to pursue in the spirit of partnership and mutual respect, international 
communities, including Malaysia should reflect on the contemporary standard made by 
UNDRIP (Mohd Roslan, 2016). This is supported in preambular para. 24 which clearly 
mentions about this pledge made by the UNDRIP and UN General Assembly (Subramaniam, 
2011).  Hypothetically, the UNDRIP lays out a ‘roadmap for future realisation of Indigenous 
rights’ (Gilbert & Doyle, 2011, p. 327). Malaysia, which is the member of the UN and the UN 
Human Rights Council protects human rights under arts 1(3), 13(1)(b), 55(c), 56, 62(2) and 
76(c) of the Charter of the United Nations (UN Charter). As for these provisions, art 56 of the 
UN Charter member states that ‘to take joint and separate cooperation with the organization’ 
for the protection and promotion of human rights and the fundamental freedoms under art 
55. As a member of the Human Rights Council, Malaysia is further compelled to ‘uphold the 
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highest standards in the promotion and protection of human rights’ (United Nation, 2006 para 
9). 
 
In Malaysia, the UNDRIP is in favour. The Malaysian national human rights institution; 
SUHAKAM has cited the UNDRIP as a standard reference in their respective calls for the 
protection of the Orang Asli education rights. There are three international instruments that 
specifically address guaranteed Indigenous rights and educational rights to indigenous 
peoples and indigenous children besides UNDRIP. They are International Labour Organization 
(ILO) Convention 169 Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries 
(ILO 169) (Article 27 (1), (2), (3), 28 (1), (2), (3),  29(1), (2) & 31), which make reference to the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (Article 2, 28, 29 & 30) and the UN Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (Article 26(1) & 29(2)). All international allocations 
indicate that education is important and should be prepared by taking into account things like 
culture, the practice of their own language without being discriminated and the community’s 
way of life. The access to education is human right and education has the power to change 
which is why Malaysia should take the international standard as a guideline in implementing 
and making the education policy to the Orang Asli.   
 
Education Development of Orang Asli in Malaysia 
The Malaysian government operates significantly in line with the physical growth and modern 
agricultural developments occurring in the country. These changes have impacts on the 
advances made in developing a suitable education policy for this group. Initiatives taken by 
the Malaysian government to integrate Orang Asli into the mainstream can be seen as a 
measure of social inclusion (Asnarulkhadi, 2005; Mohd Roslan, Sarjit, Shamsul Azahari, N Alia 
Fahada, & Adam Danial, 2019). These initiatives formed as part of the Second Malaya Plan 
(1961-1965) until the Tenth Malaysia Plan (2011-2015). Malaysian Government believes that 
education is the main agenda in the Orang Asli’s development programs and key mechanism 
in improving the quality of life among the Orang Asli. Before the year 1995, schools and all 
education programs for Orang Asli were managed by the Department of Orang Asli Affairs 
(JHEOA). JHEOA managed the Orang Asli’s school and education programs on their own and 
JHEOA aimed to give preparation needed by the Orang Asli children upon entering the 
mainstream education. 
 
However, the education system managed by JHEOA was a failure (see Ikram, 1997). The 
factors which contributed to this failure were the untrained teachers, insufficient funding and 
lack of knowledge among the educators in terms of the Orang Asli cultures and traditions 
(Department of Orang Asli Affairs, 1995). Thus, in the conclusion of the Sixth Malaysia Plan 
(1991-1995), in order to improve the delivery system of education to the Orang Asli, effective 
on January 1st 1995, all administration and management of the Orang Asli education has been 
taken over by the Department of Orang Asli Development (JAKOA) from the Ministry of 
Education. Previously the Department of Orang Asli Development (JAKOA) was known as the 
Department of Orang Asli Affair (JHEOA). However, the responsibilities of School and Hostel 
1996, JAKOA, via its Chief Director is still responsible to the Commissioner for the Aboriginal 
Affairs under Section 4, Act 134, of the Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 (Revised 1974) 
(Department of Orang Asli Development, 2011) in the administrative affairs and the welfare 
and the development of the Orang Asli. All school buildings, hostels, teachers and supporting 
groups as well as students that were managed by JAKOA are then administered by the 
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Ministry of Education. This was the first step taken by the Malaysian government in 
integrating the education for the Orang Asli into the mainstream education. 
  
The Orang Asli community was in the limelight in the Malaysia Second Plan by the government 
which stated that the position of the Orang Asli community in the socio-economy was being 
left behind. Furthermore, the government felt that the education was one of the main factors 
in contributing to the Orang Asli’s socio-economic status. Through the National Development 
Policy, the report of Memorandum of Understanding of the Acquisition of School under the 
Department of Orang Asli Affairs to the Ministry of Education undertakes to provide more 
efficient and effective educational service. This is actually the first step taken by the 
government to take a serious action and plan regarding the importance of the Orang Asli’s 
education system after the JHEOA's failure in managing the Orang Asli education system. The 
government believes that the Orang Asli are able to escape from poverty by having education. 
Memorandum of Understanding the Acquisition of School under the Department of Orang 
Asli Affairs is discussed in the following section. 
 
A few initiatives to empower the advancement of the Orang Asli’s education were 
implemented in the Eighth Malaysia Plan (RMK8) (2000-2005) and the Ninth Malaysia Plan 
(RMK9) (2006-2010). In addition to the government pursuant to the Tenth Malaysia Plan, a 
certain amount of budget was allocated to increase the access to education. Thus, the Special 
Model School (Special Model School) would help to overcome the rising dropout rate in 
secondary school because the students live in remote areas far from their school (Economic 
Planning Unit, 2010). With the various incentives introduced by the government, the number 
of Orang Asli students present in schools has increased from year to year in both primary and 
secondary school levels (Asnarulkhadi et al., 2007). The percentage of dropout in Orang Asli 
students in secondary schools is at a relatively high level especially from the transition phase 
from primary school to secondary school. The percentage of dropouts in the year of 2006 
(34.50%), 2007 (34.50%), 2009 (31.10%), 2009 (31.77%) and had declined even more in the 
year 2010 (29.02%) (Department of Orang Asli Development, 2011, pp. 45-49). The dropout 
rate amongst the Orang Asli children, still remain a great cause for concern. One of the main 
reasons for the problem is the students’ poor academic achievement. This issue shows that 
there are weaknesses in the country’s education system as far as the Orang Asli issues are 
concerned.  
 
Through various Malaysia Plans, education for the Orang Asli community remains in focus and 
gets attention by the government. Even though various programs for the education policy 
under the annual budget have been carried out to the Orang Asli, these programs do not seem 
to benefit them at all. Thus, the government has to instil seriousness in helping the Orang Asli 
community to ensure the government’s goals to eradicate poverty through education can be 
achieved. Therefore, the government’s receptiveness and the community member’s 
involvement in the decision making on a certain policy are important to ensure the ongoing 
effort is effectively executed.  
 
Since the independence in 1957, the Malaysian government has introduced various 
comprehensive development programs to improve and develop the quality life of the Orang 
Asli. The Ministry of Education is committed to improve the delivery system of education to 
the Orang Asli and effective on January 1st 1995, all administration and management of the 
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Orang Asli education is taken over by the Ministry of Education from the Department of Orang 
Asli Developments. However, whilst the number of Orang Asli children enrolled in primary 
and secondary schools has increased significantly over the last decade, the dropout rate 
amongst the Orang Asli children still remain a great cause for concern. One of the main 
reasons for the problem is the students’ poor academic achievement (Hasmah, 2013; Sharifah 
et al., 2011). Other contributing factors to the problems among them are culture, school 
location, poverty, pedagogy and many more (Johdi & Razak, 2009; Asri, 2012). 
 
Methodology 
This research is based on document analysis is a form of qualitative research in which 
documents are interpreted by the researcher to give voice and meaning around an 
assessment topic (Bowen, 2009). Analysing documents incorporates coding content into 
themes similar to how focus group or interview transcripts are analysed (Bowen, 2009). 
Secondary sources consisting of 11 documents from Malaysian government reports, papers 
and policy reports that relate to Indigenous education were reviewed in this research. The 
reviews and discourse of government reports, papers and policy documents is essential to 
evaluate and analyse the formulation and development of Indigenous education policy in 
Malaysia during the important key period when government policy relating to the Indigenous 
people shifted between 1995 and 2015. Thematic analysis has been chosen to discuss the 
findings based on the themes that were then identified as outcomes from this document 
analysis. 
 
Result and Discussion 
Orang Asli Education Policies Discourse Between 1995-2015 
According to reports from 1995 to the late 2015, various issues were mentioned with regards 
to the Orang Asli education. It started after the adoption of schools from JHEOA in 1995 
(Department of Orang Asli Affairs, 1995) in which JHEOA failed in managing the Orang Asli 
schools where they wanted to integrate the Orang Asli into the mainstream community 
through the education system. Though it aimed to provide the right and equity to the Orang 
Asli, its implementation was not towards the goals set. Two clear approaches were used by 
the government in this era which were assimilation and disadvantage. This integration 
process was a process to assimilate the Orang Asli community into mainstream society so that 
they can get out of poverty through the education system (Ikram, 1997; Mohd Asri, 2012; 
Nicholas, 2006). Besides of the weak results of JHEOA in managing the Orang Asli education, 
the government took the opportunity to integrate the Orang Asli into mainstream education 
system in order to solve the issue of poverty (see the memorandum report inDepartment of 
Orang Asli Affairs, 1995). 
 
At the end of 1990s and the early 2000s, the main focus of the government was to bridge the 
education gap among Orang Asli with the mainstream people (see the reports of Department 
of Orang Asli Affairs, 2001a, 2001b, 2002a; Department of Orang Asli Affairs, 2002b). Various 
efforts were taken via the Action Plan for the Orang Asli Education Development, among them 
was, the government outlined a comprehensive range of measures to ensure the education 
gap between the Orang Asli and the mainstream people could be bridged. However 
approaches used by the government were still the same, in which to integrate the Orang Asli 
community and introducing a parental involvement into the education system. Participation 
was an activity where the parents will be given an adult education in the activity participated 
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at the school. This was to ensure that the parents were well exposed with the school’s 
activities and to attract students’ interest in coming to school. The participation aimed to give 
awareness to the parents that education is important for their children. Yet, by integrating 
the mainstream education system, the Orang Asli rejected the education system because the 
mainstream education system made the Orang Asli students assimilated themselves with the 
mainstream society (Nicholas, 2006; Sharifah et al., 2011). It is the fact that the Orang Asli 
community holds strongly to their culture, customs and procedure and they need an 
education system where it is oriented towards their community.  
 
Participation must be comprehensive in various stages especially in the decision making in 
which the inspiring views of the Orang Asli community can be instilled directly into the 
national education system. The approach used to fill the education gap was not inclusive. It is 
clear that the educational system provided for the Orang Asli is still not taking into account 
the cultural differences which lead the Orang Asli children to feel the pressure in the 
mainstream education system. This issue leads to other issues that exist among the Orang Asli 
children such as discrimination and isolation in the mainstream education. 
 
Thus, it can be concluded that this era did not give any focus to problems regarding to the 
educational issues such as discrimination, cultural issues and also the rights in terms of the 
existing curriculum and the educational programs in order to enhance the educational system 
of the Orang Asli community. Even though the previous plan which aimed to bridge the 
education gap between the Orang Asli community and the mainstream it failed to reflect the 
plan was as seen as a fiasco. This is because in a report by JHEOS (2008) on the Orang Asli 
education achievement from the year 2000 to 2008, the percentage of the Orang Asli 
dropouts who did not finish high school in 2008 was 47.8 %. Meanwhile the percentage of the 
Orang Asli dropouts who completed Standard 6 but did not continue their schooling to Form 
1 in the year 2008 was 29.5% as compared to 2000 which was 21.8% (Department of Orang 
Asli Affairs, 2008, pp. 38-50). This showed the increasing failures in depicting the plan which 
was intended to fill the gap in education between the Orang Asli community and the 
mainstream students. 
 
By recognizing the weaknesses, the government has implemented KAP in improving the 
existing educational system, so that Orang Asli will not be discriminated against and 
marginalized by the mainstream education system (Ramlah, 2009; Salbiah, 2007). However, 
the implementation and management of KAP had failed and did not achieve the expected 
outcomes. As reported by SUHAKAM, there was a problem in terms of the implementation of 
KAP in which it was not thorough and also the preparation and trainings for educators were 
not comprehensive which had caused the implementation of the curriculum to fail (see report 
in SUHAKAM, 2010, 2011b). KAP was originally developed as taking into account cultural 
differences and integration of environmental elements in ensuring that the community 
involvement in the education system had reached the Orang Asli community. This is due to 
the fact that the Orang Asli is too attached to their environment and culture (Andaya, 2001; 
Carey, 1976; Hasan, 2009; Hood, 2004; Mohd Roslan, 2010; Nicholas, 2005, 2006).  
Since 2010, the government has been under a lot of pressures to ensure that the Orang Asli 
education system is at a good level. However SUHAKAM, continues to criticize the policies 
undertaken by the government to ensure that the Orang Asli education system is flawless. 
Approaches highlighted by SUHAKAM are rights, equity and recognition (see the report by 
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SUHAKAM, 2010, 2011b; SUHAKAM, 2012). This approach is to provide rights and recognition 
of the Orang Asli through cultural and language in the curriculum. Trainings should also be 
given to educators so that they will have adequate knowledge about the Orang Asli. 
SUHAKAM takes the initiative to grasp disadvantages in the existing education system so that 
there would be room for improvements in the education system thus making it more inclusive 
and acceptable by the Orang Asli community. Various recommendations are given by 
SUHAKAM in ensuring that the Orang Asli children get a better education system (SUHAKAM, 
2012).  
 
In July 2012, the National Transformation Orang Asli Education Plan was launched by YAB Tan 
Sri Dato’ Haji Muhyiddin Yassin, Deputy Prime Minister who were also the Minister of 
Education. The plan outlines seven new initiatives in an effort to aid the Orang Asli community 
to blend in the prime society with the progress of Malaysia in which, this plan will be inserted 
in the Malaysia Education Development Plan 2013-2025 (see in the plan from Ministry of 
Education Malaysia, 2012a). The National Transformation Plan for the Orang Asli Education 
aims to strengthen the school’s authority by incorporating Basic Vocational Education 
elements to reduce the dropout rate by 6% starting the year of 2013 (Ministry of Education 
Malaysia, 2012c). The elements discussed are, increase in the students’ intake for the special 
program for Bachelor of Teaching (PISMP), improve the Orang Asli’s education infrastructure, 
strengthen cooperation (smart partnership) and establish a School Performance Tracking 
System and Orang Asli students (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2012a). This plan is a 
continued issue from the Interim Strategic Plan 2011-2012 which acts as a continuation for 
the Main Education Development Plan 2006-2010. Briefly, both of the plans aim to strengthen 
the current actions and initiatives in stimulating changes into the education system and 
determining the new dimension in reaching the excellence in the quality of education 
(Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2012a). 
 
Even though variety initiatives or action plans have been initiated towards the Orang Asli 
education system, they did not give major and strong changes. According to the report in the 
Malaysia Education Development Plan, 2013-2015 (2012a, p. 4.12) states that ‘…the Ministry 
will keep on ensuring the students’ special needs such as special education students, 
aboriginal students and the other minority groups such as Orang Asli and Penan, gifted 
students, as well as schools with less students. The students should have the same 
opportunities in getting the education which relevant to their needs’. This is an equity issue 
which has been discussed clearly by the government for the first time regarding the Orang 
Asli. However, this equity mechanism is not explained in detailed on the Orang Asli’s 
educational rights. The mechanism used is the same issue that was issued in the previous 
report with regards to the continuation of the KAP program.   
  
Thus, the government perception towards the equity concept is questionable. This is because, 
the Orang Asli are not given the rights to their education system through school concept by 
using their own curriculum unlike other races such as Chinese and Indian. Whereas the 
government should ensure every needs are consistent with the national education 
philosophy.  Furthermore, all of the issues and problems faced by the Orang Asli children 
should be resolved with haste, without neglecting the sociocultural practice. The issues 
discussed are not only related to the Orang Asli children but also the consideration of the best 
mechanism regarding to the pedagogy and the curriculum in the teaching and learning 
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system.  It is evident in this report (see Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2012a, p. 4.17) that 
the government plans to increase the provision of teacher support and training programs by 
adding more prospective teachers among the Orang Asli into the Institute of Teacher 
Education (IPG), as well as strengthening indigenous resources for the research studies in all 
five National Indigenous Pedagogy Excellence Centre. However, this proposal must be 
accompanied by consistent action from the government in helping the Orang Asli community 
through education. 
 
The second phase of the plan, (2016-2020), in this report, the government states that 
(Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2012a, p. 4.17) ‘…focus is on the effort taken in improving 
learning outcomes and curriculum standards for all indigenous students and other minority 
groups by using a specially designed intervention…’ and ‘…the ministry will also review the 
KAP program to determine either the program should be expanded in terms of its 
implementation whether in the lower level or upper level, or repealed after the basic literacy 
and numeracy have been mastered by the students’. If the KAP program is continued, the 
Ministry will review the needs for the establishment of the UPSR examination papers in 
accordance with the KAP curriculum standard. This is not a new issue and it has been 
discussed in the previous reports. The government’s intention should be realized with 
initiatives, and action should be taken to ensure the program is executed well. It has been 
desired by the Orang Asli since the KAP program is introduced, but there is no change and 
clear action taken by the government in realizing this program successfully. Moreover, the 
KAP programs could not be continued in certain areas in Malaysia due to problems in 
executing their programs which were believed to be confusing to some teachers (see 
SUHAKAM, 2010, 2011b). Therefore, the government should take the matter more seriously 
in helping the Orang Asli community and give them the rights and equity in determining their 
education system with their own views and inspiration.  
 
Even though, government is committed to provide equal education and rights in the programs 
or the development of the education policy for the Orang Asli community, they still feel 
marginalized by the existing education system (Hasan, 2009; Mohd Roslan, 2013; Nicholas, 
2006). This is because the existing education system fails to represent them in recognizing 
their culture, their background and their language. Weakness that could be identified in the 
highlighted report is that each agency or entity failed to showcase the real issues in the 
education system of the Orang Asli community. The main focus is more on the education 
infrastructure. Whereas elements of rights and recognition in culture, indigenous knowledge, 
language and history are not highlighted for the government to see that the education system 
is supposed to help the Orang Asli in achieving their goals and objectives. Therefore, the 
involvement from the Orang Asli community should not just on the participation in the 
implementation of a policy but rather across various levels, especially from the construction 
of a policy and program. This is to ensure that input and views based on their inspiration and 
stand point are integrated in the education policy. A summary of education development for 
the Orang Asli in the different phases is illustrated briefly in Figure 1. 
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Assimilation  
And Integration to mainstream society  
 ‘Bridge the education gap’ 

Participation community 

 Bi-cultural Education 

Figure 1: Phase of Education Development Policy for Orang Asli 
 
Orang Asli Education: Equity and Recognition 
Lack of involvement and self-determination in Education policy making 
The involvement in the policy making in the Indigenous Education Policy involves groups of 
politicians and bureaucrats who are appointed by the government (see in the Report of 
Department of Orang Asli Development, 2011; Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2012a). These 
groups act as mediators in voicing out opinion and knowledge from the community. The 
formation of a policy involves people from the government sector which then be forwarded 
to the Ministry. For example, in the Malaysia context, JAKOA is a body which acts as an 
authority appointed by the government to represent the Orang Asli in determining the policy 
for them. JAKOA is the body established by the government to look after the well-being of the 
Orang Asli. It has inherited the paternalistic policy over the affairs of the Orang Asli from the 
British colonial administrator and has, to a certain extent, weakened the ability of the peoples 
to exercise their rights to self-determination and autonomy (Rohaida & Witbrodt, 2012). 
 
Even though the Federal Constitution of Malaysia allocates an appointment of a Senator by 
the Yang di-Pertuan Agong (King) to represent Orang Asli, the appointment of only one Orang 
Asli Senator is considered insufficient by the Orang Asli themselves. The role and power of a 
Senator is only active in the Senate therefore the power entrusted to the Senator has its limits 
because they are not from the group of politicians who can influence a particular policy (see 
in Hussain, 1990; Ibrahim, 2008; E. Omar, 1980). Even though a senator is able to advice on 
the education matter but everything is subjected to the end result by the Minister in the 
Ministry of Education. This shows that the Orang Asli is not autonomous which agrees with 
statement made by Rohaida and Witbrodt (2012) and Subramaniam (2011).  
 
Besides, the Orang Asli do not have any political party which can represent them and decide 
on the decision in the policy making (see in Rohaida & Witbrodt, 2012). It shows that the 
Orang Asli are not dominants in the governance system in the policy making as discussed. The 
Orang Asli do not have a political party which represents them especially in the policy making 
decision which resulted to them having less autonomy concerning their own matters and no 
self-government of their own. This Political party is important to ensure that their voices are 
being brought to the stage where decision-making in the policy takes place. The policy making 
is determined by the cabinet which consists of the MPs (see in Hussain, 1990; Ibrahim, 2008; 
E. Omar, 1980). Therefore, the Orang Asli are still left behind as according to Daes’s view on 
the understanding the rights for self-determination which is ‘to encourage the state to share 
power democratically under a constitutional formula and to guarantee effective 
representatives’ (Daes, 1996 p.256). It is evident that the Orang Asli are still under the 
governance and are controlled by the political system and party which are not among them.  
 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Vol. 9 , No. 10, 2019, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2019 

 

146 

This can be proven even further in terms of financial provision which is handled by the 
Ministry itself and not among the Orang Asli. Even though every year the financial provision 
for the Orang Asli education increases, (see in the Report of Department of Orang Asli 
Development, 2011) the administration of the finance is still under the control and 
administered by JAKOA and not by the Orang Asli themselves. It is evident that, autonomy in 
terms of management of funding is limited because it is managed by JAKOA and education 
institutions, again, which are not among the Orang Asli.  
 
However this contradicts with the Art 4 in UNDRIP which highlights the autonomy funding 
which is ‘…as well as ways and means for financing their autonomous functions’ (p.4).  Orang 
Asli are not in the positions that can give them dominant power within their own country. The 
Orang Asli have been denied their full and equal participation in the political process which 
affects the formation of the policy especially in the education system because they do not 
have a political party which can lead them to self-government. The implemented education 
policy is still being controlled by the government like the financial provision in the making of 
a policy. Therefore, full rights to self-determination through guidelines outlined by UNDRIP in 
the Art 3, 4 and 14 are limited. It can also be seen that Orang Asli and Aboriginal peoples' 
current self-determination is contradicting to Anaya’s views of self-determination which is 
‘…administrative autonomy by Indigenous people’ (2004 p.150). The existing political, legal, 
and administrative systems of the state have weakened and dissolved the traditional political 
organization of the Orang Asli. Their rights of self-government and autonomy are a long way 
off from the minimum standards set under the international law.  

 
Cultural and Curriculum 
The first curriculum by the Ministry of Education Malaysia is Curriculum for Orang Asli-Penan 
(KAP). This curriculum is managed by the Ministry of Education Malaysia Curriculum 
Development Centre (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2012b). Feedbacks or inputs about the 
establishment of this curriculum were gained from some of the Orang Asli representatives 
including Senator Osman Bongsu (Orang Asli Senator at that time), scholars and teachers. This 
curriculum was then approved by the Federal Curriculum Committee, Ministry of Education 
Malaysia and the implementation was effective in March 2007 at several schools as pilot 
projects (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2012c). KAP is referred to as the new curriculum 
which instilled client needs, experience, and environment (Ramlah, 2009). This client-based 
curriculum (Orang Asli or Penan students are the clients) can be regarded as a new initiative 
towards the development of community through education for the minorities. This initiative 
is also parallel to the effort made by the Government in developing human capital through a 
provision of education service which is more relevant, compatible and responsive to the 
client’s requirements. The relevance of the curriculum can be identified from its objectives, 
aims, and the implementation strategies. The mission of KAP is to produce knowledgeable 
and well-mannered Orang Asli/Penan students, who also love their school life and their 
sociocultural, and who could adapt with the global society (see the Report of Ramlah, 2009). 
These missions fundamentally uphold the national education philosophy, which also aimed 
to integrate the minorities into the mainstream society – no one is isolated or abandoned.  
 
To ensure the success of the empowerment process, a well-designed curriculum that supports 
the process with certain practices has been constructed. These practices can be in the form 
of activities, curriculum, pedagogy, learning environment, school system and governance, 
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special schemes (including benefits and aids) as well as general community involvement. All 
of these practices would then form an empowering learning environment. The teaching-
learning process is cored with the native pedagogy where artefacts and materials are available 
in the sociocultural environment and used as teaching aids or to describe the contents of the 
lessons. It is vital to ensure that the learning and teaching system to be stimulating. The 
pedagogy method which takes into account its culture and their life style can ensure that the 
teaching session to be more effective and also can increase the self-esteem of the Orang Asli 
students. According to Hasan (2009), the teaching and learning method is an important 
element in ensuring the effectiveness of the education system for the Orang Asli. This is 
because Orang Asli students need the special attention as compared to mainstream students 
given the fact of the different lifestyle, perspective and thoughts.  
 
Besides, another issue in the education system that should be focussed on is the 
implementation of the curriculum. It is important to ensure that the curriculum to be 
comprehensive and holistic unlike the implementation of KAP by MoE which is considered as 
not being holistic and lacking of experienced teachers in conducting the curriculum (see the 
report of SUHAKAM, 2010, 2011b). Even though there are Institutes of Teacher Education 
(IPG), as well as indigenous resources for the research studies in all five National Indigenous 
Pedagogy Excellence Centre, the involvement of the Orang Asli as teachers is very minimal 
(see in the Report of Department of Orang Asli Affairs, 2008). This is important because the 
accomplishment of the curriculum is depending on the teacher’s ability to understand and 
fathom the needs and wants of the curriculum and the Orang Asli’s community. Therefore, 
teachers have to become the mediators between the school and the Orang Asli’s community 
to ensure that the Indigenous Knowledge is reached and successfully implemented in 
conjunction to the  Article 14 (1) which states that ‘Indigenous peoples have the right to 
establish and control their educational systems and institutions, providing education in their 
own languages; in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning’ 
(UNDRIP, 2007, p. 7). 
 
If the existed Orang Asli education policy were to be inspected, it can be seen that the 
Indigenous pedagogy, element and cultural awareness towards Orang Asli are not specifically 
introduced to the Orang Asli. Even though with the existence of curriculum such as KAP and 
Special Model School, as stated in the previous government reports, those are just a ‘report 
on a piece of paper’. Therefore from the implementation, it can be argued that the curriculum 
and the pedagogy are not executed fully in the school level which is why the Orang Asli 
Schools are still using the same curriculum and teaching pedagogy as the mainstream 
students. This was reported by SUHAKAM during their visits to the Orang Asli schools 
(SUHAKAM, 2010, 2011b, 2012). Therefore, the government should pay attention to these 
weaknesses and fix the implementation, and a complete evaluation should be done so the 
agendas outlined can be achieved. 
 
Language 
The Orang Asli are still using Malay and English language and the structure from the 
mainstream curriculum as a teaching medium and sources in the education system. 
Therefore, Orang Asli are still given the full opportunity to create a curriculum and education 
orientation which is based on the culture through the implementation of the language and 
culture in their education system. Malaysia owes it to the Orang Asli to support the 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Vol. 9 , No. 10, 2019, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2019 

 

148 

maintenance and revival of their cultural heritage, in this instance, through language revival. 
To quote Nelson Mandela, 'if you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his 
head. If you talk to him in his language, that goes to his heart’ (cited from Zuckermann, 
Shakuto-Neoh, & Quer, 2014, p. 57). According to the international law of Indigenous people 
human rights, Article 14 (3) states that, ‘states shall, in conjunction with Indigenous people, 
take effective measures, in order for Indigenous individuals, particularly children, including 
those living outside communities, to have access, when possible, to an education in their own 
cultural setting and provide in their own language’ (UNDRIP, 2007, p. 7). Thus every person 
has the right to express themselves in the language of their ancestors (Odugu & Lemieux, 
2019), not just in the language of convenience like what Malay language has become. Through 
supporting language revival, government of Malaysia can appreciate the significance of Orang 
Asli languages and recognizes their importance to the Orang Asli and to Malaysia through 
education and constitution. Government can then amend some small parts of the wrongs 
against the original inhabitants of this country and support the wishes of their ancestors with 
the help of linguistic knowledge. For example, New Zealand, South Africa, Norway and Peru 
are significant examples of language preservation and restoration for Indigenous people in 
their countries by making the aboriginal peoples' languages as official language along with 
other languages in their countries (Mohd Roslan, 2016, 2018). This is an example on how the 
government gives the language rights and recognition to Indigenous people. Language equity 
and rights are not just by providing the subject Bahasa, it is more than that. It is to elevate 
Bahasa Orang Asli in the education system. Bahasa Orang Asli should be the language of 
knowledge and language of instruction for the Orang Asli schools (Alias, 2015). Based on 
Zuckermann (2012) ‘..emphasis often seems to be more on land than language but while 
compensation can be given for land, that is not possible for the loss of a language…when a 
language is lost, people also lost their intellectual sovereignty and their culture’. Therefore, 
the government should provide funding and mechanism in realizing this matter by providing 
trained teachers who master the language of the Orang Asli so that the wish in the Article 14 
can be fulfilled.  
 
Conclusion 
As a conclusion, Orang Asli are not given the opportunity to create a curriculum and 
educational orientation based on their own culture. By integrating them into the mainstream 
education system, the government believes that it is an approach that can help the Orang Asli 
to escape from poverty. But after nearly 20 years of ongoing education integration, the Orang 
Asli are still remain in poverty and the education gap is widening. While there are efforts to 
incorporate elements of equity in education but it is more to solve problems concerning to 
the disadvantages in the mainstream education for Orang Asli rather than integrating the 
mentioned aspect. However, this effort has failed in ensuring the Orang Asli’s equal rights in 
education. Recognition and inclusion of the Orang Asli in the educational arena are also 
fundamental in any reports that have been discussed unfortunately the concept of 
recognition and the rights of the Orang Asli are mentioned through the view of the 
government rather than the view of the Orang Asli themselves. Therefore, plan or policy is 
not carried out in conformity with the requirements and is also not inclusive in resolving and 
giving the educational rights to the Orang Asli. 
 
The concept of 'equity' is the theme which travels through the ages in line with the interests 
of the individual rights of the Orang Asli community in discussing issues concerning education. 
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For example, the recognition of indigenous rights through KAP involves curriculum reform 
and an increase in the number of indigenous educators and researchers. The government also 
provides education funding with major equity initiative which aims to increase the number of 
the Orang Asli students through individual financial aid to students and school facilities. 
However, most of the government's focus is on materials and percentage figures. The 
government failed to focus on the contents designed, pedagogy, curriculum and teaching and 
learning process which should have ensured equity among the Orang Asli as how the equity 
exist in the mainstream society. For example, the government must also recognize the rights, 
culture, way of life of the Orang Asli, their indigenous knowledge and their language in the 
education system. Orang Asli rights must be clarified in the education system through the 
requirements and also the educational model so that they are not isolated from the existing 
education system. Therefore, full involvement of the Orang Asli is necessary in terms of the 
management, administration, and the delivery of the mainstream education, so that the 
education system operates more inclusively towards the curriculum development in line with 
the UNDRIP. 
 
Drawing from the UNDRIP, this paper has focused on key aspects of tension in Indigenous 
education policy including cultural, language, pedagogy and self-determination in Education 
system. The UNDRIP is the most advanced and comprehensive international instrument that 
protects on the rights of Indigenous people, for their survival, dignity and well-being. 
Therefore, government of Malaysia should take an important and positive step approach 
towards the recognition of Indigenous Education rights through the adoption of the UNDRIP 
in their practice and constitution to recognise Indigenous languages, cultures and Indigenous 
knowledge in the education system in line with mainstream society. 
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