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Abstract

Teacher autonomy in Malaysia is gaining attention among policy makers, making it a key
element in School Transformation Programs (SLP25). However, research on teacher
autonomy in Malaysia is still scarce and have minimal interest among social science
researchers compared to other countries. The purpose of this study was to collect and analyse
previous studies on teacher autonomy in Malaysia. The objective of this study was to
investigate the extent, issues, and challenges of teacher autonomy in Malaysia. There were
three research questions in this review, (1) How was teacher autonomy level in Malaysia? (2)
What type of teacher autonomy implemented in Malaysia? and (3) What are the issues and
challenges faced by Malaysian teachers regarding teacher autonomy? To address the
research questions, a systematic literature review was performed using four-phase in
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses (PRISMA). Findings
show that despite excercising guided autonomy, teachers in Malaysia show an encouraging
level of autonomy. Overall, the main challenges related to teacher autonomy are teachers’
attitudes and behaviours toward given autonomy.

Keywords: Teacher Autonomy, School Transformation Program, Autonomous Teacher,
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Introductions

Various changes are made under the Malaysian Education Development Plan (MEDP)
2013-2025 to transform the national education landscape to be more holistic and aims to
improve the quality of education. One of the major programs is the 2025 School
Transformation Program (STP25) which has been implemented since 2015. The three
objectives of STP25 are to apply the best teaching concepts and practices, develop internal
expertise through comprehensive structured training for pedagogical and leadership
counsellors, and develop an effective learning environment by prioritizing student
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development. Based on the STP25 module, one of the key element in best teaching practice
is teacher autonomy (BPG, 2015). The previous study had shown that teacher autonomy
contributing to school best practices, and produce a positive impact on teachers especially in
commitment, job satisfaction, discipline and attendance (Zhou et al., 2019; Esfandiari &
Kamali, 2016). According to Devjak et al. (2021) autonomy is one of the most important
organisational principles of the public education system that connected to monitoring and
quality assurance in the field of education.

Control and freedom are general concepts commonly associated with autonomy. For
teachers, the belief that they can control teaching-related tasks is important to perform their
duties as teachers more excellently. This belief made autonomy an individual’s internal
factors that motivate him to take actions based on external sources that have a positive
impact on behaviour (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Autonomy also defined as the freedom and
independence of individual work, including also in collaborative decision making as well as
freedom in making choices in his field (Vangrieken et al., 2017) especially work-related (Fallis,
2005). With autonomy in the field of work, employee self-development and intrinsic
motivation can be enhanced (Zhou et al., 2019).

Autonomy in education begins with school-based management where the school is
given autonomy in making decisions related to management with the involvement of
teachers, parents and the community (Mohd Isa et al., 2020). The involvement of teachers in
decision making related to school management allows teachers to extend their autonomy
from the classroom to the school organization as a whole which contributes to the
improvement of teacher professionalism. In other words, teacher autonomy can be defined
as professional responsibility and independence and willingness with the character of
autonomous teachers that is self-reflection, open to professional and personal development,
competent, independent, and responsible (Duyen, 2019).

Teacher autonomy is the most important aspect of teacher professionalism (Paulsrud
& Wermke, 2019; Ulas & Aksu, 2015; Varatharaj et al., 2015) where the teacher can control
the teaching and the environment (Rudolph, 2006) and is a motivating factor to job
satisfaction (Gwatney, 2012; Pearson & Moomaw, 2005). Recognizing the accountability of
the results of this autonomy, teachers will be more motivated and will be more responsible
for their duties (Zhou et al., 2019), improve self-performance (Ulas & Aksu, 2015), perform
their duties brilliantly (Varatharaj et al., 2015) and have the freedom to carry out tasks such
as assessment and evaluation without problems (Ali & Arsaythamby, 2017).

Overall, it was found that teacher autonomy has a direct positive impact on various
aspects of education. Autonomous teachers are more motivated, high job satisfaction
because they can control their field of work, increased commitment and self-efficacy which
ultimately contributes to positive behaviour in the organization as well as impact the success
of any form of transformation in education. However, the risk for highly autonomous
teachers is in their practice that overwhelmed freedom in decision making causes teachers to
act according to their wishes and lack cooperation and collaboration (Mohd Isa et al., 2020).
Meanwhile, low levels of autonomy are feared to have the opposite effect such as
demotivation, lack of self-confidence, low self-esteem that contribute to de-professionalism
in teachers (Paulsrud & Wermke, 2019) and will indirectly affect school happiness. This is due

30



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Vol. 10, No. 3, 2021, E-ISSN: 2226-6348 © 2021

to previous studies that prove there is a significant positive correlation between school
happiness and teacher autonomy (Al-Bataineh et al., 2021)

Compared to foreign countries such as Finland and Sweden, where teachers exercise
high autonomy especially with teaching and learning (Paulsrud & Wermke, 2019), Malaysia
adopting a form of guided autonomy (Ismail & Abdullah, 2014) where the autonomy given to
schools still needs to comply with education department guidelines which indirectly control
and limit autonomy. Reliance on detailed guidelines such as curriculum scripts (Southern,
2018), rigid monitoring from the administrative levels, district, and state education officers
contributed to the decline in teacher autonomy (Kim, 2018). Indirectly, this situation leads to
a decrease in the level of teachers professionalism (Paulsrud & Wermke, 2019) who then
impact schoolwork performance and effectiveness.

Although teacher autonomy plays an important role in STP25, it is found that research
on teacher autonomy in Malaysia is still scarce and have minimal interest among social
science researchers when compared to other countries. Hence, there is a need to conduct a
literature review related to previous studies on teacher autonomy in Malaysia.

Objectives

The purpose of this study was to collect and analyse previous studies on teacher
autonomy in Malaysia. The objective of this study was to investigate the extent, issues, and
challenges of teacher autonomy in Malaysia. There were three research questions in this
review, (1) How was teacher autonomy level in Malaysia? (2) What type of teacher autonomy
implemented in Malaysia? and (3) What are the issues and challenges faced by Malaysian
teachers regarding teacher autonomy? Thus, this study is expected to contribute to describing
the autonomy of Malaysian teachers.

Methods

To address the research questions, a systematic literature review was performed using
four-phase in Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses (PRISMA)
(Moher et al., 2009) as shown in figure. 1. The research process began with the identification
phase; online searches using databases such as SCOPUS, and Google Scholar with the help of
Open Athens. Keywords in Malay and English such as teacher autonomy, autonomous
teacher, and decision-making teacher were used to search for relevant studies. In addition to
searching for indexed journal articles, conference proceedings, unpublished Ph.Ds. theses,
books, and government documents were also considered. There were, however, a limited
number of past studies on teacher autonomy in Malaysia. A total of 557 studies were found
through database searching in SCOPUS and another 748 studies from GOOGLE SCHOLAR. 103
duplicate articles removed, thus 1202 studies undergo the next phase. In the screening phase,
the scope of the search was narrowed down to several criteria; articles of related studies had
been published from 2010 to the present, available in the full text and the context of these
past studies was teacher autonomy. A total of 719 studies excluded after the screening
process and only 71 studies were assessed in the third phase, eligibility using the PRISMA
checklist. Finally, 7 studies located in Malaysia included and independently summarized their
scope, methods, samples, location and type of school.
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Figure 1
PRISMA flowchart for a systematic review on teacher autonomy in Malaysia
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Summaries of the previous study

7 studies included in this study (Ali et al., 2019; Mohd lIsa et al., 2020; Ismail &
Abdullah, 2014; Tehrani & Mansor, 2012; Varatharaj, 2015, 2018a, 2018b) are summarized in
table 1. All studies summarized according to scope, methods, samples, location and type of
school. Teacher autonomy related scope reviewed are empowerment and autonomy in 215
century teaching and learning (Abdul Jalil Ali et al., 2019), autonomy, accountability and
teacher readiness (Ismail & Abdullah, 2014), teacher autonomy in primary school classroom
assessment (Mohd lIsa et al., 2020), teacher autonomy and assessment in cluster school
(Varatharaj, 2015), assessment in the 21%-century classroom and teacher autonomy
(Varatharaj, 2018a), teacher perception and acceptance in autonomy (Varatharaj, 2018b) and
teacher autonomy in obtaining knowledge (Tehrani & Mansor, 2012).

As for method or approach, 3 studies are using mixed-methods (Ismail & Abdullah,
2014; Varatharaj, 2015, 2018b), 2 quantitative approaches (Ali et al., 2019; Mohd Isa et al.,
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2020) and 2 qualitative approaches (Tehrani & Mansor, 2012; Varatharaj, 2018a). The sample
for all studies was comprised of school teachers. Based on the type of school, 3 studies done
in cluster school (Ismail & Abdullah, 2014; Varatharaj, 2015, 2018a), 3 studies in national
secondary school (Ali et al., 2019; Tehrani & Mansor, 2012; Varatharaj, 2018b), and only 1
studies done in national primary school (Isa et al., 2020). In terms of locations, 5 studies
conducted in north peninsular Malaysia mostly in Perak, Kedah, Perlis, Pulau Pinang(Ali et al.,
2019; Ismail & Abdullah, 2014; Varatharaj, 2015, 2018a, 2018b) while one in Johor (Tehrani
& Mansor, 2012) and another one in Sabah (Isa et al., 2020).

Next, there are several limitations identified such as location, sample, type of school,
scope and researcher. The majority of previous studies were conducted in peninsular
Malaysia, only one in Sabah and none in Sarawak. This shows that researchers in peninsular
Malaysia, especially in the northern part, have a higher interest in this field than researchers
in Sabah and Sarawak. The study sample focused only on teachers and there were no views
from school leaders as well as district education officers who were the monitors and mentors
to the teachers. Given that the concept of teacher autonomy is a national issue that needs to
be practised by all teachers in Malaysia, the study should not focus on cluster schools only.
More research needs to be done in national primary and secondary schools as well as in
vernacular schools. Comparative studies in teacher autonomy on different types of schools
such as a public school and a vernacular school or between urban and rural schools should be
done to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the practice.

In addition, previous studies related to teacher autonomy in Malaysia are seen to be
limited to teacher empowerment, assessment and perception. The scope of the study can be
further expanded by examining the relationship of teacher autonomy with leadership, school
management, professional development, self-efficacy, decision making, organizational
behaviour, commitment and many more. A model of teacher autonomy can also be
constructed in addition to impact studies on student achievement and school performance.

Given that teacher autonomy in STP25 is highly emphasized, then a study of the
effectiveness of STP25 on increasing teacher autonomy is necessary. The scope of the study
covers the impact of STP25 on teacher autonomy is important to ensure that the planned
program is implemented accurately per the objectives outlined.
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Table 1
Summaries of previous studies
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Level of teacher autonomy

The findings of the study found that teacher autonomy in Malaysia is at a moderate
to a high level. Moderate levels of teacher autonomy were found in studies by Ali et al. (2019)
and Varatharaj (2015, 2018b) while high level of teacher autonomy was found in Isa et al
(2020); Ismail and Abdullah (2014) studies. These significant differences may be due to
differences in the study population, type of school as well as the implementation of current
education policy. Ismail and Abdullah (2014) study, for example, is at a high level because it
compares teacher autonomy in autonomous and high-performing schools compared to Ali et
al. (2019) that conducted in national schools. The findings of Mohd Isa et al. (2020) study are
at a high level because the study was implemented in 2020 after most schools were involved
in STP25 under MEDP 2013-2025. Therefore, the expected increase in the level of autonomy
among teachers in Malaysia might become a reality if STP25 is successfully implemented.
Type of teacher autonomy implemented

34



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Vol. 10, No. 3, 2021, E-ISSN: 2226-6348 © 2021

Of all the studies listed, only Ismail & Abdullah (2014) discusses the type of teacher
autonomy in Malaysia. According to Ismail & Abdullah (2014), the type of autonomy
implemented in Malaysia is guided autonomy. Guided autonomy means the practice of
teacher autonomy takes place in a controlled environment where there are guidelines that
need to be followed. This form of autonomy is different when compared to teacher
autonomy in Finland and Sweden where teachers are freer to make decisions related to
teaching and learning (Paulsrud, 2018). Teacher’s are fully aware of the type of autonomy
over the planning and implementing the lesson where teachers have little say over the use of
curriculum because of the centralised nature of the curriculum (Varatharaj, 2015). However,
through STP25, it is hoped that teachers will have more autonomy in determining teaching
and learning in the classroom as well as more freedom to contribute to collective decisions in
aspects of school management.

Issues and Challenges

Overall, based on past studies, the main challenges related to teacher autonomy are
teachers’ attitudes and behaviours toward given autonomy (Mohd Isa et al., 2020; Ismail &
Abdullah, 2014; Tehrani & Mansor, 2012; Varatharaj, 2015). Low autonomy leads to a decline
in teacher professionalism (Paulsrud & Wermke, 2019) which then affects teacher motivation,
job performance and commitment. Low teacher autonomy indicates that teachers'
involvement in decision-making in school is limited which interferes with job satisfaction as
well as inhibits the development of teacher creativity and innovation in their teaching (Mohd
Isa et al., 2020). This situation can also contribute to the weaknesses and failures of the
implementation of policies such as STP25 which require teachers to exercise autonomy in
carrying out their daily tasks.

The high level of teacher autonomy presents challenges from different perspectives.
In general, high autonomy is influenced by various factors such as teacher education,
professional development, current policy requirements, distributive leadership as well as
empowerment by the school leader. School leaders need to explore appropriate teacher
autonomy empowerment plans in line with 21st-century learning (Ali et al., 2019) so that the
teacher can make decisions that have a positive impact on his work (Varatharaj, 2018a).
However, the challenge for highly autonomous teachers is in their practice i.e. freedom in
decision making causes teachers to be able to act according to their own will and lack of
cooperation and collaboration.

Regardless of whether teacher autonomy is high or low, teacher attitudes play a major
role. An attitude that does not want to accept change or is resistant (Al Salami et al., 2017)
affect the implementation of the transformation of a policy such as STP25. The attitude of
rejecting changes in low autonomy teachers such as rejecting sub-unit positions in
organizations or programs, not wanting to attend courses or workshops and not engaging in
professional development programs. Resistant teachers with high autonomy are teachers
who carry out tasks according to their wishes ie still conducting examinations even though it
has been abolished because they are accustomed to examination-oriented assessment, not
cooperating on disagreed decisions, and overconfidence in decision-making and ignoring the
views of others.
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Discussions

Despite practising guided autonomy, teachers in Malaysia show moderate to high
levels of autonomy. This is an interesting finding in this study because, despite the
implementation of autonomy in a controlled environment, teachers still feel free to
determine the direction of teaching and learning. Thus, it proves that the teacher's behaviour
is either positive or resistant to perceive autonomy which affects their level of autonomy.
Teacher autonomy means that teachers can teach independently, or have the ability, freedom
or responsibility to choose the teaching issues related to themselves (Guan, 2021).
Autonomous teachers will be more motivated, high job satisfaction because they can control
their field of work, increased commitment and self-efficacy which ultimately contributes to
positive behaviour in the organization as well as impact the success of any form of
transformation in education such as STP25 in Malaysia. To achieve the aspirations of STP25,
school administrators need to be sensitive and efficient in enabling teachers to carry out their
duties with trust and honesty and committed to achieving the goal of becoming students
through the improvement of academic achievement in line with values. Awareness of
increasing accountability along with the granting of autonomy should always be emphasized
so that teachers can always maintain their level of professionalism with commitment and
integrity (Isa et al., 2020).

Further research on teacher autonomy is necessary to increase knowledge related to
this field, especially in Malaysia. The very small number of studies involving only minimal
institutions indicates that teacher autonomy is not an issue of choice among Malaysian
researchers. However, following the transformation in education that increasingly
emphasizes holistic and sustainable education, teacher autonomy plays a crucial role in
changing the educational landscape in Malaysia. Therefore, it is suggested that studies
related to teacher autonomy should be multiplied and expanded in scope to bring about
significant changes in perceived teacher autonomy to be on par with foreign countries such
as Finland and Sweden.

Conclusion

Teacher autonomy in Malaysia is gaining attention among policymakers making it a
key element in school transformation programs. Despite exercising guided autonomy,
teachers in Malaysia show an encouraging level of autonomy. Meanwhile, a limited number
of past studies require further research on teacher autonomy to be conducted more
vigorously and extensively.
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