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1. OVERVIEW OF SEA-PLM

PROGRAMME

1.1 Introduction

The Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-
PLM) Programme was launched by the SEAMEO
Secretariat and UNICEF East Asia and Pacific
Regional Office (EAPRO) with the aim to improve
the capacity to measure learning outcomes, use
data, and allow peer exchange on policies and
practices in the region. SEA-PLM’'s ambitious agenda
aims to contribute to countries’ efforts to achieve
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4, and in
particular, track progress on foundational learning
(SDG 4.1.1), and knowledge and skills related to
global citizenship (SDG 4.7).

Six countries from the region participated in
SEA-PLM 2019: Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia,
Myanmar, Philippines and Viet Nam. This first round
focused on Grade 5 students, and on 3 learning
domains: reading, writing and mathematics. A
global citizenship questionnaire module was

also developed as an experimental exercise in
comparative large-scale assessment at primary
education level. In addition, SEA-PLM 2019 used

a series of background questionnaires to collect
extensive information about students, classrooms,
schools, teachers, head teachers, parents and
communities. This report focuses on the results and
responses from Malaysia’s students, teachers, head
teachers, and parents.

Findings presented in chapters 2, 3, and 4 of this
report provide meaningful information to enable
an understanding of the performance of Grade 5
students in Malaysia. Information gleaned from the
student, parent, teacher, and school questionnaires
shed light on the contextual background of these

students and the resources that they have access to.

Cross comparisons between subgroups of students
and schools sheds light on the challenges and
opportunities to address the learning and equity
gaps in basic education across Malaysia.

Chapter 1 presents an overview of the SEA-PLM
framework and the implementation of SEA-PLM
2019 in Malaysia.

Chapter 2 describes the level of performance in
Malaysia in reading, writing, and mathematical
literacy using the described proficiency scales to
show what students know and can do. The chapter
reports the percentage of students at or above the
expected international minimum proficiency levels
at the end of primary education, as referenced by
SDG indicator 4.1.1b - an important benchmark.

’

Chapter 3 examines the factors influencing students
performance in reading, writing, and mathematics.
This chapter delves into the results from the
background questionnaires used to collect extensive
information about students, classes, teachers,
schools, head teachers, parents and the community.
Linking this information to learning performance
over the three domains provides some benchmarks
to understanding variations and inequity in
performance levels and drivers of learning.

Chapter 4 reports students and teachers' attitudes,
values and engagement in global citizenship-
related topics specially developed by and for the
SEA-PLM study. Responses to global citizenship
attitude questions generated new data and findings
to question complex concepts, and revealed the
effectiveness of global citizenship education.

Chapters 5 and 6 conclude this national report by
summarising the findings, highlighting challenges,
and providing policy recommendations for Malaysia.
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1.2 SEA-PLM scope and method

In the inception phase, from 2012 to 2015, the
scope and format of the SEA-PLM assessment was
constructed in collaboration with participating
countries, observers, partners and technical experts,
taking into consideration policy priorities, technical
feasibility, international assessment standards and
resource availability. The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment
frameworks (UNICEF and SEAMEOQ, 2017) summarize
the concepts, processes, contributions and outputs
developed during the inception phase. Instruments
and procedures used in SEA-PLM 2019 focused on
delivering valid and reliable data on student’s level
of proficiency through tests in 3 learning domains:
reading, writing and mathematics, while reporting
on education context and participants’ attitudes
through questionnaires.

In addition to the testing of fundamental learning,
a global citizenship module was developed as

an experimental exercise in comparative large-
scale assessment at primary education level to
collect students’ and teachers' views about global
citizenship. SEA-PLM 2019 also used a series of
background questionnaires to collect extensive
information about students, classrooms, teachers,
schools, head teachers, parents and communities.
This information helped to link the characteristics
of students, schools and households to the learning
performance of students and schools. Linking this
information to the learning domains provides an
important understanding of variations and inequity
in student’s performance levels, and the different
drivers of learning and achievement.

SEA-PLM 2019 collected student’s and schools’
responses through paper-pencil tests and
guestionnaires, conducted with a sample of students
that is representative of the school population
enrolled at Grade 5 in each country. In line with
other comparable large-scale assessments, each
child completed only a selection of questions in

2 of the 3 learning domains, as the total number

of questions would be equivalent to 4.5 hours of
testing time. A rotated booklet design plan was
applied to reduce overall fatigue testing time.

Each child had 1 hour to complete the test and 30
minutes to complete the questionnaire. Statistical
methods allowed the computation of comparable
scores at the system level in the 3 learning domains.
Eighteen different test booklets were administered
randomly in each sampled classroom and school.

Quality assurance was maintained for tests,
questionnaires, survey procedures and data
analyses. The tools were standardized across all
countries and the entire assessment process,
including the delivery of the final databases, scales
and indicators. However, the assessment did offer
opportunities for countries to add options - for
example, oversampling, additional contextual
questions and extra languages, if desired.

In each country, a technical team was responsible
for managing the entire process at the national level.
The team reported results within the country and
also contributed to the regional discussion about
technical standards and the regional reporting

of results. The team leader was also an official
member of the SEA-PLM governance board through
a core membership within the Regional Steering
Committee.




1.3 SEA-PLM framework

During the period from late 2014 to early 2015, a
group of researchers from the Australian Council
for Educational Research (ACER) - comprising

of members of the international surveys team,
psychometricians, test developers and questionnaire
experts - collaborated with the technical reference
group for the region in reviewing existing
assessment frameworks and other relevant
documents, and developing a draft assessment
framework for use in the SEA-PLM project. These
documents were provided by six countries: Brunei
Darussalam, Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, the
Philippines, and Thailand. Curriculum documents
were also reviewed and shared by all the countries
in the ASEAN countries.

The first draft of the SEA-PLM Assessment
Framework was presented for discussion at the
meeting of technical experts in Bangkok, Thailand, in
February 2015, and subsequently revised following
detailed review. A revised draft accommodating

the expert input was sent to members of technical
groups in March 2015 and further input was sought.

The finalised framework outlined an approach

to assessing reading, writing, and mathematical
literacy. The assessment framework also included
a conceptual framework for the contextual
questionnaires containing a global citizenship
component. The focus on these areas was to
emphasise the curricula which have a major purpose
in the preparation of young people to participate
effectively as members of society and deal with the
many challenges they will meet in their life beyond
school.

The SEA-PLM Assessment Framework was designed
to accommodate the potential for SEA-PLM to span
the compulsory years of schooling should this be a
future goal of the program. The first implementation
of SEA-PLM targets students in Grade 5. Should
future implementations of SEA-PLM target students
in grades other than Grade 5, the examples and
detail could be extended to accommodate this
change without the need to change the overarching
framework definitions and structure.

' www.seaplm.org/
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The purpose of the framework is to articulate

the basic structure of the SEA-PLM and provide a
description of the constructs to be measured. It also
outlined the design and content of the measurement
instruments and describes how measures generated
by those instruments relate to the constructs. The
framework itself can be found on the official SEA-
PLM website'.

1.4 SEA-PLM survey in Malaysia

To mark the start of the Main Survey in Malaysia,
an orientation and sampling workshop was held
in Putrajaya from the 12 - 16 November 2018. The
aims of the workshop were to:

+ Re-introduce the purpose of SEA-PLM;

+ Facilitate the meeting between members of the
technical team, UNICEF representatives, SEAMEO
representatives, and Australian Council of
Educational Research (ACER) staff;

« Discuss how the main survey will differ from the
field trial;

+ Review the activities for the main survey;

« Ensure that the technical team are prepared for
the next steps in the work plan;

« Provide an opportunity for the technical team to
ask questions and clarify any aspects of the main
survey procedures.

The orientation workshop was combined with the
sampling workshop to allow the ACER sampling
team to work with the national technical team to:

+ Provide training about the procedures used for
sampling;

+ Understand national priorities; and,

+ Orient the national technical team around the
manuals and tools that will be used for sampling.



In addition to the orientation and sampling
workshop, test administrator (TA) and school
coordinator (SC) training took place over five weeks
across varying states in Malaysia in mid-2019 to
prepare TAs and SCs for implementing the SEA-PLM
2019 assessment.

The SEA-PLM 2019 assessment was a paper-pencil
instrument that used multiple choice response
guestions (4-options) and constructed-response
questions (short written responses: a number or a
solution showing working in mathematical literacy; a
word or a few short sentences in reading and writing
literacy).

In line with other comparable large-scale
assessments, each student completed a random
selection of questions in 2 of the 3 learning
domains, as the total number of questions would
be equivalent to 4.5 hours of testing time. A rotated
booklet design was applied to reduce overall fatigue
and testing time where 18 different test booklets
were administered randomly in each sampled
classroom and school.

Each student had 1 hour to complete the test
and approximately 30 minutes to complete the
questionnaire.

The assessment took place between 17t of
September to 11t of October, 2019 across the 13
states and 3 federal territories of Malaysia. Table

1.1 shows the number of sampled schools in each
state and federal territory out of the total number of
schools possible.

All participating countries applied the same sampling
procedures: definition of the national target
population, construction of the sampling framework,
definition of stratification variables, sampling of
schools and classes, and allocation of booklets
among children within classes. SEA-PLM sampling
used a 2-stage sampling process:

i. Schools were selected following a systematic
procedure with selection probability
proportional to the number of enrolled Grade
5 children from the targeted population. A
minimum of 150 schools were sampled from
each participating country.

ii. One Grade 5 class was selected at random
within each sampled school. All children of
the selected class were sampled. This 2-stage
process was designed to achieve a sample in
which all Grade 5 children from the population
had the same chance of inclusion. Children's
and schools' rates of participation were reported
against international standards of participation
to evaluate the reliability of national estimates.

Total number of

State/Federal | schoolsin each | Sampled
Territory state/federal schools
territory*
Johor 861 19
Kedah 518 11
Kelantan 422 11
Kuala Lumpur 192 7
Labuan 18 2
Melaka 226 4
Negeri

Sem%)ilan 333 6
Pahang 517 8
Perak 755 12
Perlis 73 2
Pulau Pinang 267 7
Putrajaya 14 2
Sabah 1032 16
Sarawak 1113 17
Selangor 671 29
Terengganu 350 7

Grand Total 7362 160 |

Table 1.1 Number of sampled schools in each state/federal territory
in Malaysia

‘Figures provided by National Technical Team during sampling
activities



Table 1.2 shows the number of students, parents,
teachers, and head teachers who participated in
SEA-PLM 2019. Response rates from all four groups
were extremely high - 94.5% from students, 98.6%
from parents, and 100% from teachers and head
teachers. Table A1.1 in Appendix 1 shows the
breakdown of participating students from each
province out of the total sample.

Head
M

Malaysia | 4479 | 4415 | 3445 = 160 |

Table 1.2 Number of participants in SEA-PLM 2019 in Malaysia

The assessment materials were translated from
English into Malay, Chinese, and Tamil, reflecting the
three types of medium of instruction available in the
national schools (sekolah kebangsaan) and national-
type schools (sekolah jenis kebangsaan Cina and
sekolah jenis kebangsaan Tamil).

An in-country coder workshop was held from 18 - 22
November 2019 to train coders in understanding
the rubrics of coding responses from students in

the reading, writing, and mathematics domains,

recording codes, and undertaking coding of
language-specific examples in the context of the
SEA-PLM Assessment Framework. Coders then had
11 weeks to code over 8,000 student assessment
booklets and student questionnaires before the
data was entered during a data entry workshop held
between the 10% to the 14t of February, 2020.

The data entry workshop was attended by over 50
data entry operators who were trained in the use

of KeyQuest to enter the responses from students,
parents, teachers, and head teachers to the
assessment booklets and contextual questionnaires.
The data manager for Malaysia’s technical team was
also taken through the process of how to generate
data validation reports, check for any errors, and
how to resolve any issues arising from entered
data. When the data entry had been completed,

the data was uploaded to a secure online account
for ACER to access, check, clean, and work with the
data manager to resolve any remaining queries.
The national data from Malaysia was then coded
and collated with the data from the other five
participating countries in SEA-PLM 2019.
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2.READING, WRITING, AND
MATHEMATICS LEARNING OUTCOMES

2.1 Reading literacy competency

in Malaysia

The SEA-PLM reading literacy test provides data
that can assist the Ministry of Education in Malaysia
in understanding levels of reading literacy. One
output of SEA-PLM is the described proficiency
scale for reading (See A2.1 in Appendix 2). This
divides item difficulty and student ability into
bands, which is useful for interpreting results. The
bands are labelled ‘2 and below, 3, 4, 5, and ‘6 and
above'. If a test item (question) falls into a high
band, this indicates that the item is more difficult.
Correspondingly, students assigned to high bands
are high achievers. The SEA-PLM results show that
there is a wide spread of abilities in reading among
Grade 5 students in Malaysia. Overall, Malaysia
performed well in the test relative to the regional
average.

Figure 2.1 displays the percentage of students at
Grade 5 in each reading band in Malaysia and over
the region. For Malaysia the majority of students
(58%) are in Band 6 and above. Additionally, the
proportion of students in Bands 2 and below, 3 and
4 are noticeably lower than the regional proportions.
This is a strong indication that Malaysian Grade 5
students in general are more proficient in reading
literacy than the regional average. A table displaying
the figures represented in Figure 2.1 is shown in
A2.2 in Appendix 2. An additional table displaying
Malaysia's average score in reading is shown in A2.3
in Appendix 2.

While the described proficiency scale (including the
bands) is relative rather than absolute, by comparing

W Malaysia
70
SEA-PLM average
60
50
40

30

Percentage

20

10 I
o M . I

Band 2 Band 3 Band 4 Band 5
and below

Band 6
and above

the described proficiencies with international
standards (e.g. Sustainable Development Goal
4.1.1 indicators - see the SDG section 2.1.1, “SEA-
PLM 2019 reading alignment with the SDGs'),

an indication can be obtained of what level of
achievement is to be expected of students by the
end of Grade 5. Students who are performing at
Band 6 and above have demonstrated reading skills
that are consistent with expected achievement by
the end of primary school, and students in Band
5 have demonstrated skills consistent with parts
of this expected achievement, including locating
explicitly stated information, and understanding
the key ideas in texts.

The SEA-PLM 2019 results for Malaysia show that
58% of students in Grade 5 performed at Band 6

or above. Those students are likely to be able to
meet the challenges of a 21st century skills-based
curriculum when they transition to secondary
education. The remaining 42% of students are not
yet at this level, however 18% of Grade 5 students
are performing at Band 5, suggesting they may
attain the expected level by the end of their primary
education. Of greatest concern are the 5% of
students at Band 2 and below, who are still below
what would be expected at the end of lower primary
(Grade 2 or 3) and will likely struggle to complete
primary education / to transition to secondary
school.

The average (mean) reading scale score across
Malaysian students was 319, which equates to being
in Band 6 and above. By comparison, the mean
score across the regional is 300, which equates to
Band 4.

Figure 2.1: Percentage
of Grade 5 Malaysian
students and the regiona/
average by reading band



The Hole

“I can see something shiny at the bottom', said Kit. ‘Maybe it's a gold coin.”

“Don't be silly,” said Sara, peering into the hole. Her young brother was always seeing things,
creating objects out of nothing.

“Maybe it's a sword,” continued Kit. “Maybe a king buried a gold sword in the ground many
years ago, and then forgot about it.”

“Maybe it's dirt, covered in dirt, covered in more dirt’, said Sara. “It’s just a hole, probably
made by a wild animal.”

“You are wrong! exclaimed Kit. “No animal could make a hole as big as this!"
“Well, if you are so sure this is not an animal’s hole, perhaps you should climb into it.”

Kit began to turn pale. “Erm... No. I cannot go in the hole... because... I have a sore foot!”

Sara smiled; it had nothing to do with Kit's foot. A big hole could mean a big animal.

“I have an idea,’ she said, picking up a stone that lay beside her. “I will drop this into the hole.
If we hear a clink, there is treasure. If we hear a thud, there is dirt. If we hear a yelp, there is
an animal.”

Sara dropped the stone and they heard nothing for a moment. Then they heard a splash.
2
Why doesn't Kit want to climb into the hole?

a. Because he has a sore foot

b. Because he is scared

() Because he doesn’'t know how to climb

d. Because he knows there is an animal in the hole

Figure 2.2: Reading stimulus and an example of a Band 6 and above item

10 SEA-PLM 2019 - Malaysia National Report




To illustrate the difficulty of items across the bands,
and to understand the level of reading literacy
expected of a student in Grade 5, three example test
items are discussed?. This includes considering how
Malaysian students might have performed on these
items.

Figure 2.2 shows a reading stimulus and an
example item that is consistent with the difficulty
of items in Band 6 and above - difficult items in the
context of SEA-PLM 2019. The reading stimulus is

a continuous, narrative text in a personal context.
The story begins in the middle of a conversation
between the two characters. This is an abrupt

start that doesn't explicitly orient the reader to

the setting, characters or event that is in progress.
This is a common convention for narratives, but

it does increase the difficulty of the text. There is
also no explicit conclusion, though there is a clearly
implied resolution to the central question of what
Kit saw shining at the bottom of the hole: water. The
vocabulary used in the text is common and there
are only a few difficult words, none of which convey
key information. The text is fairly short as well (216
words in English). Short texts are easier to scan for
key information.

The item targets the Interpret reading process,
requiring a reader to piece together several details
and draw an inference about how Kit is feeling at
the point in the story where he refuses to climb

into the hole. These details include Kit turning pale,
hesitation in his speech indicated through the use of
ellipses, Sarah’s thought that, “it had nothing to do
with Kit's foot”, and the fact that her next thought is
about a big animal. A weak reader would just take
what Kit says literally, and choose option a, “because
he has a sore foot” because it matches words in

the text. To do so ignores all of the contextual
information that indicates that Kit's statement is
unreliable. Stronger readers read Kit's statement

in context and use the details surrounding it to
recognise that Kit is scared that there might be a
large animal in the hole, but he is trying to not show
his fear so he makes up an excuse. The description
for students in in Band 6 and above are able to,
“identify the most likely reasons for [...] the reactions
of characters in a narrative, where that information
is only implied in the text.” That description
encapsulates what students are required to do in
this example item.

Sara says, “I have an idea”. What is her idea?

a. topush her brother into the hole

b. togointo the hole to explore

c. tothrow acoin into the hole

d. todrop astone into the hole
—

Figure 2.3: Reading example item Band 4

Of Malaysian students who sat SEA-PLM 2019:

+  58% would be likely to answer this item correctly
(that is, those who are at Band 6 and above);

+ Theremaining 42% would be unlikely to answer
this item correctly.

Figure 2.3 shows a medium difficulty item, at Band
4, which is based on the same narrative in Figure
2.2, The Hole. This item requires students to locate
information in a text. This first step is to locate

the words, “I have an idea”, which are found in

the second-last paragraph. Readers then have to
continue reading to find the explicit information that
Sara picks up a stone and then says, “I will drop this
into the hole.” Students must link “this” to “stone” to
understand what Sara’s idea was. This item is not a
simple retrieve, but all of the information is explicit,
and it is all located in the same line of the text. The
Band 4 description says that student in Band 4 can,
“connect prominent information across adjacent
sentences”, and that is what this example item
requires students to do.

Of Malaysian students who sat SEA-PLM 2019:

*  12% would be unlikely to answer this item
correctly (that is, those who are at Band 3 or
below);

+  Many of the 12% at Band 4 would be likely to
answer correctly; and

+ Theremaining 76% (those in Bands 5 and above)
would almost certainly be able to answer this
item correctly.

2 Jtems from the Main Survey itself are kept secure for future re-use, so cannot be displayed in this report. 11



There were 5% of students in Malaysia at Band 2 and
below. The four items in Band 2 and below are all
“label” items, which require students to select one
word that matches a picture of a familiar object. An
example label item is given in Figure 2.4. Students
who are only able to recognise single, common
words are well below the expected level of reading
literacy for Grade 5 students. It is a relatively small
proportion of students in Malaysia, but nonetheless
it is concerning that approximately 1 in 20 students
are at this low level. The solution is likely to be

early intervention to identify students who require
additional support and planned intervention to
support them. For those students already in Grade
5, additional support and intensive remediation

Which word?

Car
Shoe
Wheel

Cat

Figure 2.4: Example Label item, Band 2 and below

can still ensure that they reach the level of reading
literacy that will see them capable of meeting their
future needs.

Figure 2.5 displays the Malaysia Grade 5 scale score
percentiles compared with the regional average. For
example, looking at the 90th percentile we can see
that 90% of Malaysia students obtained a scale score
of 347 or less, compared with the regional 90th
percentile achievement of 328 or less. As another
example, the 50th percentile (by definition the
median value) is 300 across the region and 322 in
Malaysia. Malaysia is consistently above the regional
average in all percentiles. A table displaying the
figures represented in Figure 2.5 is shown in A2.4 in
Appendix 2.

Il Malaysia
SEA-PLM average
370
350
g 330
o
194
wv
[}
= 310
(s}
(%]
290
270 I I
250
5th 10th 20th 30th 40th 50th 60th 70th 80th 90th 95th
percentile  percentile  percentile  percentile percentile percentile percentile percentile percentile percentile percentile

Figure 2.5: Malaysia reading scale scores by percentiles against the regional average
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2.1.1 SEA-PLM 2019 reading alignment
with the SDGs

SEA-PLM 2019 reading literacy proficiency measures
can be used to report against the UNESCO Institute
of Statistics Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
through alignment with indicators SDG 4.1.1a and
SDG 4.1.1b.

The process of alignment between the SDG
indicators and SEA-PLM band levels has been
undertaken using qualitative alignment of
proficiency descriptors. Ideally an alignment to the
SDG indicators would also include an empirical
linking process which has not yet been conducted
by SEA-PLM. Further analysis is therefore required
to ensure a more nuanced understanding of student
performance against global indicators. However, the
preliminary results indicate where there is evidence
of gaps in student reading proficiency as defined by
global SDG standards.

The SDG 4.1.1a indicator defines minimum
proficiency in reading for ‘end of lower primary' as:

“Students read aloud and comprehend many

single written words, particularly familiar ones,
and extract explicit information from sentences.
They make simple inferences when longer texts are
read aloud to them.” (Expanded definition, GAML,
2019, p. 12)

Students operating in SEA-PLM Band 3 and above
appear to have a reading proficiency that meets or
exceeds this ‘end of lower primary' indicator, yet the
students in Band 2 and below have not yet met this
standard, even after having attended at least 5 years
at school.

The SDG 4.1.1b indicator defines minimum
proficiency in reading for ‘end of primary’ as:

Students independently and fluently read simple,
short narrative and expository texts. They locate
explicitly-stated information. They interpret and
give some explanations about the key ideas in these
texts. They provide simple, personal opinions or
judgements about the information, events and
characters in a text. (Expanded definition, GAML,
2019, p. 16)

Students in SEA-PLM Band 5 appear to have
demonstrated a reading proficiency consistent with
several parts of this statement, including locating
explicitly stated information and understanding
the key ideas in texts. One aspect not covered by
the Band 5 descriptor is providing opinions and
judgements. However, at Band 6 and above students
can use explicit information to support inferences,
which goes beyond merely offering opinions and
judgements. Students operating in Band 6 and
above appear to have a reading proficiency that
meets or exceeds this ‘end of primary' indicator.

Figure 2.6 shows how Malaysia performed against
the SDG indicators. About 58% of students were at
or above SDG 4.1.1b. This compares very favourably
with the regional average of 29%, but still means
that 42% of Malaysian students had not yet met the
Sustainable Development Goal for end of primary. A
table displaying the figures represented in Figure 2.6
is shown in A2.5 in Appendix 2.

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%
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Figure 2.6: Malaysia reading
performance against SDG 4.1.1
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2.1.2 SEA-PLM 2019 reading results
across gender and school location

Figure 2.7 shows the SEA-PLM 2019 Malaysia
reading mean scale scores compared with the
regional averages across the categories of Boys/
Girls and Urban/Rural schools. In each case
Malaysia performed above the regional average.
The difference between rural schools and urban

schools is large in the region in general, but in
Malaysia is only 3 scale score points. Girls performed
9 scale score points, on average, better than boys

in Malaysia. However, at the regional level girls
outperformed boys by 6 scale score points, so

the difference is only a little more pronounced in
Malaysia than elsewhere in the region.

Further breakdown of Malaysia’s results across other
categories is given in Chapter 3 of this report.
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Figure 2.7: Malaysia and regional average reading mean scale score across major categories
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