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The Roles of Administrators in Aboriginal Schools:
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Abstract—This examined the roles of
administrators toward the educational achievement of
‘Orang Asli’ or ‘Aboriginal’ students. Two Aboriginal
primary school administrators were purposely selected as
informants. In order to understand the “voices” of these
administrators, interviews and observations were conducted at
the sites. A modified GPILSEO model was used as the
theoretical framework in which only four out of the seven
constructs of the model were utilized, i.e., goal, pedagogy,
institution and leadership. The interview was audio-taped,
transcribed and checked for emerging themes. The findings
show that the school administrators have flexible targets,
encouraged teachers to use fun methods of teaching and
learning, and assessed teachers periodically. However, the
respondents were less satisfied on equipment and infrastructure
of the school. Leadership of aboriginal schools should be more
committed and possess proactive and responsive attitudes
toward the students, teachers, and the community. A major
implication of the study is that the school administrators should
play a significant role as a change agent in order to enhance the
quality of education for the Orang Asli students.

case study

Index Terms—Aboriginal schools,
administrators, pedagogy, Malaysia.

GPILSEO model,

I. INTRODUCTION

Along with the rapid progress and transformation of the
country to achieve Vision 2020, awareness of the importance
of education is increasing, especially among the young
generation. Thus, the society holds educational institutions
responsible in providing a quality education for its
adolescents and youth.

Hence to achieve excellence in any school, the
administrators play a major role in ensuring the success of the
organization. The effort to pursue and achieve excellence in
education lies in the hands of the school administrators [1]
including the Aboriginal schools in Malaysia. Without
education, Aboriginal people may retain in poverty and may
lag behind the other communities. Due to their poor academic
achievement, they remain one of the poorest in the country
[2].

Aboriginal people of the Peninsular Malaysia or widely
known as Orang Asli (Original People) consists of eighteen
unique tribes with their own language, custom and lifestyle.
However, the image of Orang Asli among the mainstream
Malaysians was stereotyped as backward, poor, lazy, and
uneducated. The Orang Asli schools in mostly remote
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villages and settlements are generally less equipped, without
full-day electricity, lacking of clean water, and having
problems with internet line and the teaching staff. The most
serious issue in Orang Asli schools is the achievement of
Aboriginal students in their academic subjects as compared
to the mainstream students. Thus, it is critical to probe
deeper into the malaise of the Indigenous primary schools
from the voices of the school administrators.

The accountability of principals has been understood to
establish and maintain good relationships among teachers,
representing the role of instructional leader, and exhibiting
budgeting practices [3]. School leadership role is closely
linked to the efforts to enhance the quality of teaching and
learning in schools. Often this process involves the
implementation of innovative educational programs aimed at
improving the performance of students especially for
indigenous students who are lagging behind in education.
Research shows that high dropouts among Orang Asli
children have become a grave issue as it was reported nearly
34% of those who had completed their primary schooling did
not pursue their studies at the secondary level. The lack of
interests in academic subjects at schools might be one of the
plausible reasons [4], [5].

As a leader or manager of the school, particularly in Orang
Asli school, school administrator is expected to play a
significant role, including in enhancing the image of the
school, conducting staff development activities and building
good relationships between schools and the surrounding
communities [6]. The role of school administrators is seen as
a determinant of success (or failure) in the implementation of
education programs in Orang Asli schools in particular.

Il. RESEARCH AND PROBLEM BACKGROUND

The Orang Asli of Peninsular Malaysia comprises of 18
ethnic subgroups classified under the three major groups:
Negrito, Senoi and Proto Malay [7]. They make up only 0.6%
of the total Malaysian population. Senoi is the largest ethnic
group constituting about 55% of the total population of
Orang Asli, followed by the Proto Malays and the Negritos at
42% and 3%, respectively. Meanwhile, the level of
achievement in education of Orang Asli students is among
the lowest as compared to the other ethnic groups in Malaysia.
A study conducted by JAKOA found that the lack of
enrolment of Orang Asli students at both secondary schools
and also in higher education is due to the low level of
schooling [8]. If one hundred Orang Asli students entering
year one (Grade 1), only six students will be continuing up to
Form 5 (Grade 11). The total of 94 percent of these students
cannot be traced either graduated or not [9]. This bleak
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situation may be due to the school environment, community,
family and teachers.

Hasan Mat Nor [10] asserts the school administrators
play a critical role in determining the performance and
quality of the school especially in Orang Asli schools that
lead to dropout in primary and secondary school levels [11].
In addition, there are indications that show a significant
dropout during Years 4 and 5 of Orang Asli pupils at the
primary school [12]. Among the factors that contribute to the
dropout of the Orang Asli students include the limited
educational facilities such as computers, internet and the lack
of specialized indigenous training for teachers to handle
Orang Asli students [13]. The lack of knowledge of the
teachers and the school administrators about indigenous
culture may distort the interaction and might create
discomfort between teachers and pupils [14]. Difficulty to
interact due to the poor mastery of Malay language among
the Orang Asli students causes poor understanding of the
lesson and it leads to failure in the academic subjects.
Teaching a second language to non-native students need
careful consideration in terms of planning, implementation,
and assessment. Indigenous people who are closely related to
the spirits of the land, flora and fauna, they are more
receptive to a more natural way of learning and not too formal
and this aspect should be considered by the school.

School administrators should find appropriate model of
teaching and learning for aboriginal students. Teachers
should be trained in indigenous pedagogy. In order to
investigate deeper on the problems faced by Orang Asli
pupils in selected schools in Pahang, this case study used the
GPILSEO model as a theoretical framework to help us
improve our understanding of the necessities required by
Orang Asli pupils in raising their educational achievement.
Due to the limited indigenous research that obtained
qualitative data from school administrators, this case study
embarked of reaching the voices and reflections of the school
headmasters regarding their utmost client: the Orang Asli

pupils.

I1l. RESEARCH CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The conceptual framework of this study was based on a
model developed by Bishop and O'Sullivan in reviewing the
achievements of Maori’s education in New Zealand [15].
The GPILSEO model was originally implemented in New
Zealand on the Maori schools. It is an effective model in
raising the educational achievement of Maori students in
New Zealand as they participated actively in the schools and
society since 2001 through the program of Te Kotahitanga
[16]. The GPILSEO model comprises seven constructs,
namely, Goals, Pedagogy, Institutions, Leadership, Spread,
Evidence and Ownership. Due to limited space to discuss all
the seven constructs, this study has focused only the four
constructs. These four constructs were carefully selected
based on their priority and the scope of this article. In school,
generally, these four variables are considered important due
to their pertinent roles especially from the school
administrators’ perspective.

The purpose of this study was to explore the roles of school
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administrators in the selected Orang Asli schools. The state
of education of Orang Asli pupils were analyzed according
to the school administrators’ perspectives. The conceptual
framework of the study was presented in Fig. 1.

Goals
Pedagogy Qrang A Qrang Asli
School Students Students
Admimistrators Education Academic
Institutions Analysis Achievement
Leadership

Fig. 1. The conceptual framework.

IV. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study used the case study method. Data obtained in
this study were gathered through semi-structured interviews
and observations. Because this research explored the voices
and reflections of the informants, a qualitative approach
allowed for more in-depth analysis and greater freedom to
analyze unforeseen occurrences during the process. “A
qualitative methods facilitate study of issues in depth and
detail” [18]. In this study, the respondents were
purposivefully selected. Sample selection was based on the
criteria that they taught at the Orang Asli students’ school,
aged between 35 to 50 years and has been working as Orang
Asli school administrator for at least three years. These two
informants were coded as SA1 and SA2.

Location of this study involved two primary Orang Asli
schools located in the state of Pahang. The state of Pahang
was selected because Pahang has the largest number of
Orang Asli in Peninsular Malaysia. This study utilized
interview and, "...interviewing may be defined simply as a
conversation with a purpose. Specifically, the purpose is to
gather information...” [19]. Protocol questions of this
interview were constructed in the form of open questions
where the respondents are free to express their views.
However, the interviewer guided the discussion so that it may
not deviate from the original issue.

V. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

Based on GPILSEO model, four out of seven critical
domains were selected due to their importance. They are: a)
roles of school administrators based on goals, b) roles of
school administrators based on pedagogy, c) roles of school
administrators based on institutions, and d) roles of school
administrators regarding leadership. The results of the study
are as follows:

A. Administrators’ Roles Based on Goals

In a centralized system, Malaysia’s Ministry of
Education has set the umbrella goals for the schooling
system in this country. However, each school could set
their own goals. In terms of Orang Asli’s school, one of
the respondents (SA1) asserted that goals should be set
based on the reality of the school. He asserts:

“..in my school, if the pupils can read and write, I am
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happy with that...but at the District Education Office and
State Education Department, they set higher targets because
they said a low target will get a low result...(S41).”

Based on the excerpt, it shows that there could be a
discrepancy between the school’s goals and the goals set by
the District and State Education Departments. The first
informant SA1 believe that a realistic goal is far more
important that an ideal goal. In addition, the school
administrators of Orang Asli’s school should be optimistic
about their school as shared by another informant (SA2):

”...since 2007 this school has achieved a good percentage
of the UPSR (national assessment) for Orang Asli school. In
2010, we received 10% passing rate and in 2011, we hope to
have students who may score at least 3A.”

Thus, the voices and reflections of these two school
administrators reaffirm the roles of school administrators to
set realistic goals for their own schools and to be optimistic
about the future success of their students. However, other
studies show that schools need to set a higher target to ensure
the students obtain good results and improve their academic
achievement [20].

B. Administrators’ Roles Based on Pedagogy

Pedagogy is an important element in learning. Based on the
conversation with SAL, knowing and understanding the
psyche and the culture of Orang Asli is an utmost important
for non-Orang Asli teachers who teach Orang Asli pupils.
As SAL states,

"...with these students, if we are angry, they will not come
to school...we must always give encouragement and show
that we understand them... (SA1).”

The other school administrator (SA2) suggested an
effective way to teach Orang Asli pupils is to include music
to add more fun in the learning process because they tend to
get bored easily.

“...students want music during their lessons, | have been
here for a very long time already, | understand their
behaviors well. | always advise all my teachers to teach in
a way that can excite the students because they quickly get
bored... (SA2).”

Based on the observations in a class, the school
administrator (SA2) creatively asked the Orang Asli students
to sing a song to keep them active and participate in the
learning process. This shows that the teacher must be
creative and innovative in a classroom so that the teaching
will always relevant and suitable with the culture and context
[21], [22]. The findings also in line with the assertion that
students love interesting and culturally relevant pedagogy
rather than overly dependent on textbook or chalk and talk
method [23]. Gay [24] states that a relevant and effective
learning process is based on knowledge of students’ culture,
past experience and their learning styles. In the nutshell, one
of the critical roles of the school administrators is to nurture
creativity and innovative pedagogy among their teachers.
The way the Orang Asli kids learnt is different than urban
kids as they learn through the indigenous language, arts,
ritual, folklore and taboos which do not have a fixed syllabus
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and timetable of learning [25]. The pedagogy of teaching,
which follows rigid curriculum in the national school system,
practiced by the teachers has placed the Orang Asli students
in an awkward position [26]. In case of Orang Asli school,
indigenous pedagogy is a must for every teacher who intend
to teach at an aboriginal school.

C. Administrators’ Roles Based on Institution

In this study, institution refers to the Orang Asli schools
that were involved in the research. Both school
administrators SA1 and SA2 said that the facilities at the
school are barely adequate for the purpose of teaching and
learning but they are in a sorry state. For instance, informant
SAL says,

“...basically we have basic classroom facilities but mostly
in poor condition. We have furniture, however they are in
terrible condition. There is no hall like in the urban schools
to conduct programs. We have resource center to
accommodate the student’ needs to read and borrow books
but the number of books are limited. And the worst thing is
we don’t have enough funding to buy new equipment.
Actually, we have applied to have a computer lab with
several computers. When we get a computer lab, we need a
computer technician...but we don’t know when we will get
the computer lab.” (SA1).

This finding is in line with some studies that found that
most rural schools lack of facilities, face financial problems
and arrive at the stage where it is difficult to sustain the
schools as compared to the urban schools [27], [28].
However, recorded observations in the present study show
that the headmaster’s office and general office are equipped
with facilities such as computers, LCD projector, fax machine
and internet but some of the facilities are not functioning well.
As SA2 admits,

"...these facilities are very important because the location
of school is far from the town...” and they are critical to
"...facilitate communication, especially with the education
office but they did breakdown from time to time..." (SA2)

In this context, the role of the school administrators is to
make sure the equipment and infrastructure are in place.
Unfortunately, in this case, the state of the infrastructure in
these two Orang Asli schools is rather unsatisfactory. But
the school administrators are not giving up, they keep trying
to obtain the facilities every year. Efforts were undertaken to
improve the quality of life of the Orang Asli through
socio-economic programs which included the provision of
education and skills training, infrastructure facilities,
electricity and water supply.

D. Administrators’ Roles Based on Leadership

One of the critical domains in Orang Asli education is
school leadership. Both informants said that they monitor
the teaching of their teachers periodically. These were
the statements of the informant SA1 regarding the aspect of
leadership,

“...as the school administrator, I have prepared the
observation (assessment) form to observe the teachers’
teaching and learning in class. | have prepared the



International Journal of Social Science and Humanity, Vol. 6, No. 5, May 2016

assessment form, one copy for the teacher and then the
marks will be given for them. Thus, the teachers will know
their performance either good or not based on the marks
given. Normally, they will be observed twice a year...”
(SAL).

Besides monitoring the teacher’s competency in teaching,
students’ attendance is also critical. Truancy among Orang
Asli pupils is quite significant especially during fruit season.
As informant SA2 states,

“It is more important to monitor the students’ attendance
to school. As long as students' attendance is good, we feel
happy because [we believe] they can learn”.

Thus, another critical role of school administrator is to
monitor the quality of teaching and the students’ attendance.
The school management has prepared the assessment form to
be used to monitor the teachers’ teaching in the classroom.
The observation was conducted according to the given date.
Monitoring of teachers is an indicator of effective school
leadership. Several research supported the practice because
it could enhance teachers’ quality [29], [30]. In the same
token, the school administrators should also be concerned
about the students’ attendance. Good school will always
have almost full attendance.

VI. SUMMARY

Based on the interviews with two selected school
administrators, we can conclude that there are certain roles
played by effective school managers in order to enhance the
quality of the schools especially the aboriginal schools. The
role of administrative is very important in increasing the
effectiveness of teaching and learning in formal education. In
terms of implications, this study to some extent, provides
critical knowledge on the strengths and the weaknesses of the
Orang Asli education by looking into the four main aspects in
GPILSEO model.

The data show that the school administrators have to be
flexible in terms of the goals setting for their school. However,
voices from the interviews and observations also show that
there are some negative situations that could be attributed to
Orang Asli lack of interest in education. Such as, elements
related to effective pedagogy in the classroom should be
reexamined by the school administrators. For the purpose of
tailoring the syllabus according to the learning style of the
Orang Asli students, the Ministry of Education Malaysia and
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) have a plan to
introduce and incorporate the Orang Asli culture into the
teaching and learning aids.

Other issues such as lack of proactive leadership, poor
assessment for teachers, and lack of available facilities are
pertinent to be highlighted by the school leadership in order
to create a more conducive learning environment. Johari and
Nazri [31] suggested that experienced teachers and basic
facilities are important in improving the academic
performance of the Orang Asli students. Other than that, the
basic infrastructure namely the learning materials also need
to be improved and provided by the authority so that it could
enhance the teaching and learning process of the Orang Asli
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students. In addition, supports from various parties should be
provided to enhance the Orang Asli students’ interest to come
to school (to increase their sense of belonging and
ownership). The findings of this research are also expected
to provide clearer picture for the school administrators in
terms of their roles in managing effectively Orang Asli
schools.
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