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ABSTRACT

The Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) landscape in Malaysia is divided into two different groups: “care” for children

from birth to four years old and “education” for children aged four to six years old. This division emerged from different
perspectives on care and education, with “care” emphasizing nurturing and childcare services and “education” focusing on
preparing children for formal primary education. The ECCE in Malaysia grapples with multifaceted issues and challenges that
demand strategic attention. This segmentation has led to governance challenges, including overlapping responsibilities between
the Department of Social Welfare and the Ministry of Education, inconsistent policy frameworks, and funding disparities. These
issues complicate the delivery and quality assurance of ECCE services, especially in private childcare and preschool settings. This
study adopts a qualitative approach through focus group discussions among private childcare and preschool operators in Kuala
Lumpur, Negeri Sembilan, and Selangor. The findings reveal several challenges, including confusion regarding the roles and
responsibilities of government agencies, disparities in funding allocation, and discrepancies in regulatory requirements. On top
of that, there are also issues in terms of teachers’ qualifications, insufficient professional development opportunities and
standardized curriculum implementation. The outcomes of the focus group discussions highlight the need for a clear coordination
standard that explains the roles and responsibilities of each stakeholder, regulatory requirements, overseeing implementation
processes, and the proper mechanism for monitoring the ECCE services to ensure a high-quality ECCE setting. These
recommendations align with the 12th Malaysia Plan, which emphasizes strengthening ECCE governance and supports Malaysia’s
commitment to Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Target 4.2 to ensure access to quality ECCE. The findings underscore the
importance of collaborative policy-making and effective governance in creating a cohesive and inclusive ECCE framework in
Malaysia.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Children are a valuable asset for the country’s future. International organisations such as the United Nations International
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), and the United Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) emphasise the significance of providing high-quality education to
uphold children’s rights. Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Target 4.2 reflects a commitment to ensuring that, by 2030, all
children have access to quality early childhood development, care, and pre-primary education. This goal recognises early
childhood’s pivotal role in shaping a child’s future learning, behaviour, and health. On top of that, research consistently highlights
the sensitive nature of this developmental period and the enduring impact that early childhood education can have on children’s
overall development (Tayler et al., 2016).

Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) development in Malaysia has evolved alongside national development
priorities. The government passed the Child Care Centre Act in 1984, describing childcare centres’ rules and regulatory
requirements. Meanwhile, preschool education was officially recognized as formal education under the Education Act in 1996.
Other key milestones include introducing the Permata Program in 2007, the Malaysia Education Blueprint (2013-2025) and the
Twelfth Malaysian Plan (2021-2025). The ECCE governance structure in Malaysia is split into two groups, which are “care” (birth
to four years old) and “education” (four years old to six years old). This is due to the developmental differences and specific needs
of children in these age groups. The care group focuses on nurturing and supporting young children’s basic needs, while the
education group prepares older children for formal schooling.
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The governance of ECCE in Malaysia is provided through various ministries and agencies. The responsibility of the care
group falls under the jurisdiction and responsibility of the Department of Social Welfare under the Ministry of Women, Family,
and Community Development. Meanwhile, preschool education involves a collaborative effort among several agencies. The
Ministry of Education (MOE) is a leading agency that ensures the quality and standards of preschool education. Other agencies,
such as the Community Development Division (KEMAS) and the National Unity and Integration Department (Tadika Perpaduan),
play supplementary roles by managing government-operated preschools. Furthermore, the private operators, Non-Governmental
Organisations (NGOs) and state agencies collectively contribute to a diverse landscape of preschool education in Malaysia. This
complex governance system poses challenges to coordination and standardisation across the sector. Thus, coordination among
these agencies is needed to ensure a seamless and effective ECCE for quality education.

The ECCE program is frequently fragmented due to the involvement of several agencies responsible for its
administration, which leads to significant governance challenges (Bennet, 2008; Boon, 2010; Atchison & Diffey, 2018). This
fragmentation has resulted in critical issues such as inconsistent quality assurance, insufficient monitoring, and inaccuracies in data
collection. For instance, the reported situation in 2022 reveals a concerning trend in Johor, where more than half of childcare
centres remain unregistered (The Star, 2022). The preschool sector received similar challenges. According to Malaysia Education
Blueprint Annual Report 2022, many preschools are unregistered with the MOE, resulting in inaccurate data on preschool
enrolment. Unregistered preschools can contribute to gaps and inaccuracies in the overall data, making it challenging for the
government to assess the actual landscape of ECCE. Moreover, separating responsibilities between agencies has created disparities
in operational processes, funding mechanisms, staff training and qualifications, and quality control measures. These governance
inefficiencies significantly impact the quality and accessibility of ECCE services in Malaysia (Bennett, 2008; Tan, 2017; Chin et
al., 2021).

The Twelfth Malaysian Plan (2021-2025) acknowledges these challenges and underscores the need for improved ECCE
governance. However, limited research explicitly examines the governance issues faced by private childcare and preschool
operators, who play a vital role in the ECCE ecosystem. These private operators are integral to the ECCE ecosystem but often
navigate a complex regulatory landscape that lacks clarity and consistency. This gap highlights the necessity of this study, which
aims to explore the governance-related challenges confronting private ECCE operators and identify strategies to enhance the
overall quality of ECCE services. Addressing these issues is crucial to creating an equitable and effective early childhood education
system that aligns with Malaysia’s commitment to SDG 4.2 and the broader goal of national development.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Governance of Early Childhood Care and Education

The ECCE term refers to the period from birth to around eight years, encompassing the early years of a child’s life (UNESCO,
2022). It is also known as a period of tremendous growth and brain development for the child. This is because, during this period,
the child’s brain development is at its peak and highly influenced by their surroundings and environment (UNESCO, 2000; Auld
et al., 2019; Rahmatullah et al., 2021). Sustainable Development Goal 4.2 aligns with ensuring all children have access to high-
quality early childhood development, care, and pre-primary education by 2030. This goal recognises the foundational role that
early childhood experiences play in preparing children for formal education and beyond.

Governance entails the decision-making process and subsequent implementation of those decisions (United Nations,
2000). The Latin word “gubernare” and the Greek word “kubernaein” both imply the act of controlling, guiding, and manipulating,
which are the origins of the word “governance” (Keping, 2018). A diverse set of public or private actors exercise power that can
challenge the government’s authority. On top of that, governance not only involves decision-making and implementation but also
entails the identification of accountabilities and responsibilities for each actor within an organisation or system. For instance, the
Department of Social Welfare, the Ministry of Education, and the Division of Community Development are among the early
childhood agencies under the purview of early childhood governance (Boon, 2010). Despite having different roles, these agencies
aim to serve children’s best interests. As a result, effective governance in early childhood requires collaboration and coordination
among these agencies. This collaboration involves sharing and exchanging resources, including information, finances, and
management practices.

Two main models of ECCE are widely used: the split model and the unitary model (Chin et al., 2021). In the split model,
separate settings are established for different age groups, each with its focus, such as childcare or education, catering to the
developmental needs of specific age groups. On the other hand, the unitary model involves having a single setting that
accommodates children across a wide age range, promoting interactions and learning opportunities among children of different
ages under one ministry or agency. Both models have advantages and challenges, and their choice often depends on cultural
preferences, available resources, and educational philosophies. Effective governance is critical for improving government policy
delivery, particularly in ECCE. Due to the complexity of ECCE, with its multitude of stakeholders and fragmented structure, strong
governance mechanisms are needed to ensure coordination, efficiency, and quality outcomes. As such, ECCE has been
characterised by a separation between care and education institutions, each serving distinct purposes. Childcare institutions
primarily cater to children’s survival and protection while parents are working, whereas educational institutions focus on preparing
children for primary school and beyond. This division of responsibilities has resulted in a fragmented ECCE system with various
agencies and ministries involved, leading to challenges in governance (Bennet, 2008).

In Malaysia, implementing ECCE is challenging because there is no proper governance to monitor and govern it (Boon,
2010; Chin et al., 2021). This demonstrates that the governance and implementation of ECCE have remained stagnant for over a
decade. The lack of established procedures for operations and regulations is one of the challenges encountered when registering
the centres (Zoharah et al., 2007; Tan, 2017; Chin et al., 2021). This is due to the varying procedures among different agencies.
This suggests a lack of uniformity in the registration process for ECCE facilities, as different agencies may have extra criteria and
procedures. Therefore, governance plays a pivotal role in ECCE services by setting the regulatory framework, guiding
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implementation, and monitoring outcomes. On top of that, good governance is essential as it provides direction, coherence, and
accountability in delivering quality ECCE programmes (Abdul Mutalib et al., 2018).

Quality Early Childhood Care and Education

Each country’s values and culture influence various definitions of quality (Kamerman, 2002). Quality in early childhood education
is multifaceted and can vary based on cultural, societal, and contextual factors. Quality can be associated with student
achievements, stakeholder contentment (including parents, children, and policymakers), educational infrastructure, and adherence
to regulatory norms and criteria (Cheng & Tam, 1997). As stated by Campell and Rozsnayi (2002), quality education can be defined
as the attainment of excellence, suitability for its intended purpose, absence of errors, adherence to specific standards, the process
of empowering students with necessary skills and knowledge, value for the resources invested, and ongoing efforts for
improvement. The adherence of early childhood education programmes to regulatory standards, guidelines, and requirements set
forth by governing bodies (Cheng & Tam, 1997) may also correlate with quality. This could include licencing standards, curriculum
guidelines, staff qualifications, health and safety regulations, and child-to-staff ratios.

According to the 2011 European Commission on Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) report, ECCE plays a
crucial role in enhancing lifelong learning for individuals. The Commission has emphasised that the ECCE would be a worthwhile
investment only if it offered high-quality ECCE services. They additionally contend that poor ECCE services can result in
concerning or adverse consequences, given that young children are quite susceptible, and childhood is a critical developmental
stage for them. Therefore, it is crucial to prioritise providing high-quality ECCE services to achieve the desired advantages and
objectives of ECCE effectively. This is under Sustainable Development Goal 4.2, which aims to ensure that by 2030, every child
will have access to high-quality early childhood care and education. Given the growing demand for ECCE services each year, it is
crucial to establish robust standards to guarantee the safety and development of children.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design

The UiTM Research Ethics Committee has granted clearance for this qualitative study (REC/01/2024 (PG/MR/2)), which utilises
focus group discussion to thoroughly explore the objectives of the sample. As Merriam and Tisdell (2015) described, qualitative
research offers a comprehensive and in-depth exploration of an individual’s experiences and insights. Creswell (2015) explained
that qualitative studies are investigative processes where researchers systematically analyse and interpret a social phenomenon by
examining, contrasting, comparing, duplicating, and categorising the subject of study. Furthermore, this paper employs an
inductive approach to investigate the issues and challenges of ECCE governance in Malaysia. This paper is based on a focus group
discussion with representatives of private childcare and preschool operators in central Malaysia.

Informants and Data Collection

This study conducted three focus group discussions in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor, and Negeri Sembilan. The informants were
selected among the ECCE providers in Malaysia. The focus group discussion helped to explore, explain, and identify the issues by
interpreting participants’ points of view (Barbour, 2005). Four to six participants from ECCE centres were selected for each focus
group interview, which involved two types of ECCE centres: the private childcare centre registered under the Department of Social
Welfare and the private preschool centre registered under the Ministry of Education. Furthermore, the study locations were selected
due to the high number of ECCE-registered centres, the high number of employment opportunities, and the high number of
children’s populations in these three states. Figure 1 shows the number of Registered ECCE Centers across five regions in Malaysia.
Central Malaysia has the highest number of Registered ECCE Centers, 4,504, compared to the other four regions. This is due to
the high number of children in this region, which led to a high demand for ECCE centres.

Figure 1: Numbers of the Registered ECCE Centers

Central Malaysia (Selangor, Kuala
Lurnpur, Negeri Sernbilan)

u Fast WMalaysia (Sabah, Sarawalk,
Labman})

u East Coast Malaysa (K clantan,
Terengganu, Pahang)

Southern Malaysia (Malacea, Johor)

Morthern Malaysia (Perlis, Kedah,
Penang, Perald)

Source: Ministry of Education & Department of Social Welfare, 2022
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Figure 2: Number of Employment by Regions in Malaysia

m Central Malaysia

m Southern Malaysia

M East Coast Malaysia
East Malaysia

Northern Malaysia

Source: Statistics Department, 2021

Regarding the high employment figures, Figure 2 depicts the breakdown of employment numbers across regions in Malaysia. It
was observed that Central Malaysia accounted for 36% of employment, surpassing other regions. Furthermore, factors like the
growing number of working women in Malaysia contribute to the increasing demand for ECCE (Chiam, 2008). Therefore, Central
Malaysia was selected due to its elevated employment rates compared to other regions in Malaysia. The children’s population was
also a significant factor when considering the Central Region. As shown in Figure 3, the percentage of the children’s population
in Central Malaysia (Selangor, Kuala Lumpur, and Negeri Sembilan) was 41%, which accounted for almost half of the total
children’s population in Malaysia. The substantial number of children in this area resulted in a high demand for ECCE services,
thereby explaining the higher number of ECCE centres in the Central region of Malaysia in Figure 1.

Figure 3: Number of Children’s by Regions in Malaysia

® Central Malaysia

ENorthen Malaysia

B Southern Malaysia
East Coast Malaysia
East Malaysia

Source: Statistics Department, 2021

Upon receiving approval from the UiTM Research Ethics Committee, invitations were extended to ECCE operators via phone.
The informants that had sent their responses were screened based on several criteria: the centre is registered under the respective
ministry or agency, the informant is part of the management team, possesses more than two years of working experience in the
ECCE field, and they were willing to take part in the discussion. Each group discussion includes four to six informants from each
state. According to Saunders et al. (2009), focus group discussions typically involve four to eight individuals or more, allowing
for clear and precise discussion on a specific subject. On top of that, various textbooks suggest different sample sizes for
phenomenological research; however, according to Guest et al. (2020), a sample size ranging from 6 to 20 individuals is considered
sufficient as it is not necessary to study the entire population to comprehend the answer to a question.

FINDINGS

Profile of Informants

During the data collection for this study, 14 informants (out of the 18 informants) were interviewed. The list comprised both
childcare centres and preschools. Five of the 14 informants were responsible for managing the preschool centres, four were for
managing childcare centres, and the remaining informants managed both childcare and preschool centres. Table 1 presents specific

information for all informants.

Table 1. Demographic Profile of informants (N = 18)

Pseudo Gender Years of States Type Of ECCE
Experience

NS1 Female 4 Years Negeri Sembilan Preschool

NS2 Female 8 Years Negeri Sembilan Childcare & Preschool

NS3 Female 15 Years Negeri Sembilan Childcare & Preschool
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NS4 Female 11 Years Negeri Sembilan Childcare & Preschool
NS5 Female 12 Years Negeri Sembilan Childcare & Preschool
NS6 Female 6 Years Negeri Sembilan Preschool
SG1 Female 9 Years Selangor Childcare
SG2 Female 6 Years Selangor Childcare & Preschool
SG3 Male 7 Years Selangor Preschool
SG4 Female 7 Years Selangor Preschool
SGS5 Female 5 Years Selangor Preschool
SG6 Female 7 Years Selangor Childcare
KL1 Female 6 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare & Preschool
KL2 Female 10 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare & Preschool
KL3 Female 25 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare & Preschool
KL4 Female 4 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare
KLS5 Female 6 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare
KL6 Female 28 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare & Preschool

Issues And Challenges In The Implementation Of Ecce Services

During the Focus Group Discussion session, the informants were asked about issues and challenges in providing ECCE services.
Among the issues that arise are the inconsistencies in regulatory requirements due to the confusion about the roles and
responsibilities of government agencies (Department of Social Welfare and Ministry of Education) and differences in funding
distribution.

KL3 mentioned, “We once got fined by JKM because we didn’t know we needed to register. We didn’t know. But our
kindergarten is registered with MOE. We thought everything was the same.”

NS2 also questioned the conflicting regulations of the JKM and MOE when she said, “I realised this was confising
when I set up a centre according to the year. When a child is 4 years old, placing children under JKM is considered wrong.
However, if we place them under MOE, they become 3+, not4.”

When asked about the confusion between childcare and preschool, one of the informants (KL1) mentioned, “It’s true,
it’s confusing. When parents ask, we also don’t know how to explain. We also want to know why childcare centres are not under
the Ministry of Education, even though education is also provided within childcare centres.”

“The SOP (Standard Operating Procedure) is confusing. For example, the Ministry of Education (MOE) has a pre-
registration process where they conduct visits and issue temporary permits for us to operate. However, it’s not possible with JKM.
We have to complete the registration process before we can operate. The problem is that JKM requires a list of children’s and
teachers’ names in the registration documents. How can we have all these names if we cannot operate yet?” (KL2)

There was also an issue in terms of funding allocation when one of the informants mentioned that “In the past, there
used to be assistance from Permata (JKM), but now it’s no longer available. We are an industry that supports the economy, but
we don 't receive assistance.” (SG1)

“Of course, there is a difference in subsidies for childcare centres and preschools. However, that’s only if they are
registered. If they are not registered, they won't receive any subsidies, so it’s a loss for the children who are there and miss out on
the subsidies.” (SG3)

In addition, issues were identified concerning teachers’ qualifications, professional development opportunities, and
implementing a standardised curriculum.

When asked about a teacher’s qualifications, the informant answered, “Depending on the management, if they want to
hire qualified teachers, they will do so.” (KL3)

“It's not that we don’t want to hire qualified teachers, but most of them demand high salaries. There is no guarantee
they can provide quality work.” (NS1)

“It’s difficult to find teachers with a Diploma in Early Childhood Education.” (KL4)

In terms of professional development and training, the informant responded that “Preschool and childcare jobs have the
highest turnover. When we want to send for training, we choose those who have been with us for a long time.” (NS4)

“The training depends on the management.” (NS3)

When asked if preschool applies the “Kurikulum Standard Prasekolah Kebangsaan,” the informant replied, “If'it’s about
the curriculum since we are private, it’s up to us.” (NS5)

“I opened my preschool because I can teach according to my curriculum. My main focus is on Quran memorisation
(Tahfiz). I want my students to memorise the Quran, so we start when they are still young.” (SG4)

“There’s no time to do all those lesson plans. The teachers keep changing. We don’t even have time to train them on
everything.” (SG2)
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DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The focus group discussions revealed significant issues and challenges encountered by the ECCE operators in providing ECCE
services. Among the issues are inconsistencies in regulatory requirements due to unclear governance structure, funding disparity,
issues with teachers’ qualification and professional development opportunities and weak implementation of the standardized
curriculum. This highlights the need for systematic reforms to enhance the quality of ECCE in Malaysia.

The first key issue identified was the unclear governance structure and overlapping roles between the Department of
Social Welfare (JKM) and the Ministry of Education (MOE). The confusion in regulatory requirements complicates coordination
for ECCE operators. Governance is significant in defining the roles and responsibilities of each government agency; thus, a clear
governance structure could ensure that stakeholders understand their roles in providing quality ECCE (Keping, 2018). The
involvement of multiple sectors in ECCE, in the absence of a dedicated division specifically for ECCE, frequently complicates the
governance of ECCE. This fragmentation of governance often leads to the inefficiencies of services, inconsistencies in monitoring
and a lack of standardization since there are differences in procedures and regulation requirements (Chin et al., 2021; Sharlene et
al., 2022).

Furthermore, the ECCE policy guidelines should clearly define the distribution of responsibilities among various
ministries (Sharlene et al., 2022). This is also supported by Ardika Yasa et al. (2023), who state that enhancing the government’s
role and authority in effectively managing the education system is critical for ensuring the success, efficiency, and enhancement
of educational quality. Thus, this concludes the need to establish clear guidelines and standards to define each agency’s respective
roles, responsibilities and regulatory requirements. Hence, a coordinated governance framework could streamline operations,
integrate monitoring mechanisms, and ensure uniformity in regulations. Such reform would ensure ECCE operators understand all
agencies’ procedures and compliance requirements.

This study also found an issue in disparities in funding allocation, in which the allocation depends on whether the centres
are registered with specific agencies. However, the lengthy procedure and different regulatory requirements for registration deter
many operators from registering the centres, leading to some unregistered children missing out on essential subsidies and support
(Chin et al., 2021). This aligns with the report from Malaysia Education Blueprint Report in 2022, where one of the government
initiatives is to encourage all the unregistered centres to register with the respective agency. The government could also simplify
and standardize the registration procedures, encouraging more centres to comply with regulations and improving the inclusivity of
ECCE services.

Sustainable Development Goals 4.2 highlighted the importance of providing high-quality ECCE. ECCE is only beneficial
if it provides quality ECCE to the children. Teacher’s qualifications, professional development, and standardised curriculum
implementation were among the issues raised in the discussions. Under the Education Act 1996, preschool teachers must have a
minimum academic qualification, which is a Diploma in Early Childhood Education, while under the Childcare Centre Act 1984,
childcare teachers are required to take the compulsory training named ‘Kursus Asuhan dan Didikan Awal Kanak-Kanak.” However,
the high turnover rates and financial constraints make it challenging for operators to hire and retain qualified teachers. Operators
struggle to afford the costs of hiring qualified teachers and providing professional development opportunities. Recruiting and
training new staff members incurs expenses, and frequent turnover means a constant cycle of recruitment and training.

Ying Qin et al. (2018) raised a similar concern regarding inadequate supervision and control of teacher recruitment in
the private sector, resulting in non-compliance with essential requirements. Moreover, childcare centres encounter similar
challenges, as some officials within the Department of Social Welfare admit to disregarding workforce qualifications and
assessment criteria during the registration process, often due to their empathy toward the operators (Yoke-Yean et al., 2021). In
order to address this issue, proper monitoring and control mechanisms, as well as aligning policies with implementation, can help
mitigate the issue.

Another issue is the curriculum implementation. According to the Education Act of 1996, all registered preschools must
implement the national curriculum (Kurikulum Standard Prasekolah Kebangsaan). However, some operators failed to comply,
opting for self-designed curricula tailored to their educational goals. This is supported by Taha et al. (2020), where there are
loopholes in implementing the curriculum. The weak enforcement and monitoring allow private ECCE centres the flexibility to
adapt their teaching methodologies. This indicates persistent challenges in curriculum implementation, which is unsurprising given
the multiple regulatory agencies overseeing ECCE in Malaysia. More robust enforcement mechanisms and regular monitoring are
necessary for effective curriculum implementation.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Malaysia’s Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) landscape presents a dual categorization into care and
education, reflecting differing emphases on childcare and preparation for formal education. This division underscores the
complexity of ECCE, which faces multifaceted challenges requiring strategic attention. Through qualitative exploration, this study
illuminated vital issues, including unclear governance, funding disparities, regulatory compliance challenges, and concerns about
teacher qualifications, professional development, and curriculum standardization. The insights from focus group discussions offer
valuable contributions toward formulating practical strategies and policies for the ECCE system, as outlined in the 12th Malaysia
Plan. This also aligns with Sustainable Development Goals Target 4, which aims for high-quality ECCE. Addressing these
challenges and leveraging the recommendations from this study can pave the way for a more robust and inclusive ECCE system
in Malaysia, ultimately nurturing the holistic development of young learners and fostering national prosperity. A limitation of this
study is that it focuses mainly on the perspectives of private ECCE centres. Including the government-operated ECCE centres
might provide a comprehensive understanding and unique findings that should have been addressed in this study.
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