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This paper discusses how Malaysia developed its own National Gifted Program, its history, identification 
process and offerings of gifted education to its ‘gifted and talented students to nurture their potentials. The 
paper discusses the role of the Malaysian Gifted Centre at the National University Malaysia and the support 
it receives from the Ministry of Education in implementing the gifted program. The paper also discusses the 
impact of the gifted program on the community and the nation as a whole and some of the success stories 

pertaining to the implementation of the gifted program in the last decade. 

INTRODUCTION
Malaysia is a multi-racial country that emphasizes education for all. The country is committed to developing learning 
institution in which both equity and excellence in education are persistent goals for each learner. Since its independence 
in 1957, Malaysian education system continuously strives to ensure every Malaysian child receives the right set of 
educational opportunities at the right time, from cradle to career (Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013 ,2025-2015). 
However, the educational opportunities have always been created with the “one-size fits all approach”. Much of what 
was done previously represent the vagaries that gifted students are “cream of the crop” that do not need assistance in 
pushing their potentials to the fullest, and as such, they require no special education provision. However, like most 
countries, Malaysia believes that its gifted and talented population are individuals with high potentials that will make 
great contributions for the society, but Malaysia was not willing to break away from the “one-size fits all” approach. 
Concomitantly, Malaysia lagged behind its neighbours like Singapore and Thailand, in its effort to provide appropriate 
education for its gifted and talented population. One reason for this was the deeply ingrained egalitarian attitudes to 
education, and equating of provision for the gifted with special privilege that promotes elitism. Before 2008, Malaysian 
gifted students did not have access to the highest possible quality education, and they have to endure the “cookie-cut” 
policy in education that is applied to all children. This policy hinders gifted students from being accelerated, received 
any form of compacting or even enrichments. In tandem, many migrated with their families to countries that offers 
quality education for the gifted and talented and Malaysia lost these children who are the country’s most valuable assets. 
Malaysia’s provisional approach to educating its gifted population from the 60s to 2008 was very much similar to 
Australia’s (Larsson, 1989) and Thailand (Anuruthwong, 2017) approaches which is quite anomalous. Malaysia 
prepared its’ gifted young athletes and talents in performing arts by providing them with intensive coaching in special 
schools (Sports School and Art School) and engage them in international competition at public expenses. These 
treatment is generally denied to those who are academically gifted and very minimal fund is allocated for Olympiad 
participation yearly. 

Malaysia’s experienced its’ post-Sputnik zeitgeist, as experienced by the American who were lagging behind the 
Russian in exploring the space in 1957 (VanTassel Baska, 2018) after the discovery of one gifted child who developed 
high level mathematical formulas at the tender age of nine, and the migration of many Malaysian gifted children to other 
countries, in particular Singapore and Australia from the early90-s to 2008. A cabinet meeting was held in 2008 to 
address the issues that resulted in favour of introducing gifted education via enrichment program. The National 
University of Malaysia was given the mandate to galvanize the effort on behalf of the gifted students and was instructed 
to organize a comprehensive education program for the gifted and talented in Mathematics and Science working 
alongside with Johns Hopkins University-Centre for Talented Youth in Baltimore, Maryland.

It was then decided that since there is no policy to provide special education for the gifted and talented in Maths and 
Science, which means there is no provisional fund for such initiatives, it was decided that the program be directly 
managed by the Prime Minister’s Department and the funding resources be provided by the Prime Minister’s office. The 
goal was to create a pilot project that offers comprehensive articulated education programs and services for gifted 
learners from all 13 states in Malaysian under the aegis of the Prime Minister’s office, hence transforming education for 
the gifted in Malaysia from being sporadic to a more consistent process. 
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MALAYSIAN HISTORY OF GIFTED AND TALENTED EDUCATION
As mentioned earlier, the educational provision for gifted and talented students has been sporadically introduced by the 
Malaysian Ministry of Education in the 60s through the 90s. The express classes, for instance, was introduced in 1962, 
and Level One Assessment System was introduced to the standard 3 or grade 3 students in 1996.  Although there was a 
show of effort to provide these educational reforms for the gifted and talented in Malaysia, these reforms have 
disappeared due to lack of directions, leadership, training and funding. This was reflected in a study conducted by the 
Ministry of Education in 2000 which shows that %50 of the students who were selected for the express classes did not 
perform well academically in their Standard Six National Examination. The ministry later decided to terminate the 
express classes as well as the Level One Assessment. However, today, the Malaysian Ministry of Education has taken 
new initiatives to introduce educational program for the gifted and talented in Malaysia. 

Another consorted effort in the form of an enrichment program was develop by a group of researchers from 
University Malaya. The program known as BAKA started as a research project in the University Malaya’s Faculty of 
Education for the development of Superior and Gifted Intellectual Potential in 1980. The aim of the program was to 
develop screening tests for children with special mental abilities.  In 1982, BAKA introduced an enrichment program 
carried out during school holidays targeted at gifted and talented students in Malaysia. The two-days enrichment 
program (over the weekend) was targeted at children 12 years old and below. Nevertheless, the program was terminated 
due to lack of research funding.

In 2009 under the patronage of the former First Lady, Datin Paduka Seri Rosmah Mansor, another gifted education 
program developed for Malaysian gifted and talented students, the PERMATApintar Program, was launched at 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. The program was targeted to children between the ages of nine to 15. Her interest in 
developing educational program for the gifted and talented began with a boy who is precocious in Mathematics. With 
the support from the Malaysian government, in particular, the Prime Minister’s Department, a steering committee was 
set up to examine the feasibility of developing gifted and talented program for Malaysian children. University 
Kebangsaan Malaysian was later nominated to plan and manage the program. 

WHY GIFTED PROGRAM IN MALAYSIA?
The need to develop the potential of gifted and talented children in Malaysia to produce National Talents was once again 
mentioned in the RMK2010-2006) 9-) Paper Issue written by the Malaysian Inter-Agency Planning Group (IAPG). The 
needs become critical when the country decided to become an industrialized nation by the year 2020. Subsequently, a 
study was conducted by the Education Planning and Research Department, Ministry of Education (EPRD) in 2006 to 
examine the needs to provide special education program for the gifted and talented in Malaysia. Findings from the 
EPRD study clearly suggested that there is a need to develop special school for the gifted and talented. The school 
should be able to provide learning opportunities for the gifted and talented. It is suggested that such school should exist 
in every districts. In the case that such provision is not happening due to funding, inclusive approach should be 
introduced where students remain in the same school but a gifted class is created for them. The curriculum suggested 
should take into consideration the enrichment activities, curriculum compacting and the different acceleration strategies 
used in gifted education.

The EPRD report clearly shows that the Malaysian government is aware on the lack of educational provision for the 
gifted and talented students. However, the report has remained idle for the last five to six years, and minimal action has 
been taken to push the suggestion made in the report into reality. Intermittently, the Ministry of Education tried to 
pushed the gifted agenda to the public by having round table discussions with all stakeholders in 2013. Findings from 
the discussion was presented in the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2025-2015. The blueprint stated that the gifted 
program should be introduced in three waves starting with the identification, curriculum development and pilot 
implementation and rolling out to the nation. However, the suggestion remains indolent without any sign of serious 
actions by the Ministry of Education in developing the gifted program. Another effort was brought into play in 2015 by 
the Ministry of Education to seriously provide education to its’ gifted population and a concerted effort was made 
through initiative 30# for this purpose. However, despite the resistance in developing gifted program by the Ministry of 
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Education, the Malaysian gifted students were able to receive quality education through the PERMATApintar program, 
but the number is small. Many that has been identified as gifted and talented in Maths and Science were not able to gain 
admission to the PERMATApintar program due to its small capacity.ichment activities, curriculum compacting and the 
different acceleration strategies used in gifted education. 

POLICY ON IDENTIFYING MALAYSIAN GIFTED STUDENTS
The process of identifying a gifted child is similar to finding a needle in a hay stack. Researches have shown that the 
ratio of a gifted to normal individual is 10,000  :1, while the ratio of superior to normal individual is 100,000  :1 
(Silverman, 1989; Renzulli & Park, 2000). Although, the existence of these gifted or superior individual is undisputable, 
the science of identifying them has been debated continuously. According to Goodhew (2009, pg.8) “Identifying 
potentially gifted and talented students has never been an exact science”, and it cannot be captured by a single number 
that measures only one domain of the giftedness. Sternberg (2003) suggested that unless multiple sources of evidence 
are examined, community as a collective educational agent will risk missing identifying a large number of gifted and 
talented individuals. Research conducted by Brown et al. (2005) for instance, shows that strategies for identifying gifted 
and talented students should include the followings: individual expression criteria, on-going assessment, multiple 
criteria for identification and consideration of contextual factors. 

Brown et al. (2005) findings is supported by many researchers who have shown that there are many strategies and 
policies involved in identifying gifted and talented students, and the use of multiple strategies seemed to be the best 
approach to identifying the gifted children (Putallaz, Baldwin & Selph, 2005; Rigby, 2005, Brown, Renzulli, Gubbins, 
Siegle, Zang, & Chen, 2005). In tandem, identification program conducted on gifted children should take a 
multidimensional approach (Davis, Rimm & Siegle, 2011) and not restricted to only academic performance. This is 
important particularly when identifying the younger gifted children. 

Review of the literature on identification of gifted children have shown that there are various talent search or 
identification program established in many countries where different testing instrument and different procedures are 
used (Callahan, 2005; Jarosewich, Pfeiffer, Morris, 2002; Renzulli & Reis, 2004; Johnsen, 2004). Duke University 
Talent Identification Program (Duke TIP) for instance, uses Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) and an optional testing 
experience using EXPLORE developed by ACT (Putallaz et al., 2005). The Rocky Mountain Talent Search at the 
University of Denver uses PLUS Academic Abilities Assessment developed by Educational Testing Services (ETC) in 
collaboration with the Johns-Hopkins University-Centre for Talented Youth. Singapore High School for the gifted 
students used the WISC-IV and an aptitude test developed by the Singapore Ministry of Education. 

The Malaysian National Gifted Centre at the National University Malaysia has been assigned by the Prime 
Minister’s Department to conduct yearly identification process with the assistance of the Ministry of Education 
Malaysia. The Centre uses two on-line IQ tests (UKM1 and UKM2), Torrance Test on Creative Thinking, Malaysian 
Emotional Intelligence Inventory, and off-level Mathematics and Science competency tests to identify the gifted 
students (Jones & Noriah 2013; Noriah, Rosadah & Siti Fatimah, 2010). Both IQ tests measure verbal comprehension, 
perceptual reasoning, recall memory and information processing speed. The policy stated that it is not mandatory for 
children between the age of eight to 15 to be involved in the identification process. However, parents and teachers are 
encouraged to persuade their children/students to take the IQ tests which is conducted on-line. The first IQ test is open 
every year from January until end of May and can be taken from home or school. The second test is open from July until 
end of September every year and is conducted at 94 testing centres around Malaysia. These testing centres are schools 
with good internet access at the computer lab. Children who are identified gifted through the IQ tests are then invited to 
participate in an enrichment program conducted by the Malaysian National Gifted Centre. Torrance Test on Creative 
Thinking, Malaysian Emotional Intelligence Inventory, and off-level Mathematics and Science competency tests are 
given to them while they attended the enrichment program. Students who met the cut-off scores from these batteries of 
tests will be invited to attend a full boarding school for the gifted at the Malaysian National Gifted Centre. 
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The Malaysian National Gifted Centre receive full support from the Ministry of Education in terms of identifying the 
gifted students. The supports are as follows:

a. Instructional letter from the Director’s office to prompt teachers to encourage students to take the tests
b. Technical support at the testing centres
c. Support from the Education District Office in terms of monitoring the identification process
d. Travelling fund for officers involved in monitoring the process.

The gifted centre identification process is shown by the Diagram 1.

The Malaysian Education Blue-print provides a policy on the implementation of the Malaysian gifted program. The 
program should be implemented in three phases as follows:

a. First Phase – Development of Conceptual Framework
b. Second Phase – The working on pilot project
c. Third Phase – Roll out implementation for the nation

Malaysia is now on its’ third phase of rolling out the program nationally. The implementation will be in 2021 with 
the preparation starting in 2019. The national program will start with identifying the district and school where the 
program will be implemented, followed by the training of the teachers which will be conducted by the National 
University Malaysia. The students that will be admitted into the schools are those who will be identified by the National 
Gifted Centre, UKM. 

NURTURING MALAYSIAN GIFTED STUDENTS
The Malaysian Gifted Curriculum (also known as the PERMATApintar curriculum) offers both enrichment and a high 
schools diploma to the Malaysian gifted students. Several enrichment programs are offered to the students every year 
which include a STEM-based School Holiday Program that is conducted in collaboration with the National University 
Malaysia and Johns Hopkins University-Centre for Talented Youth and other programs offered by the Gifted Centre 

Diagram 1: PERMATApintar Identification Process
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 which includes Genome to Space, Nobelist Mindset, Research Mentoring, various Olympiad programs, Leadership, 
and volunteerism. It also takes into the consideration students’ ability to sit for the Malaysian National Examination, 
and other international standardized examination such as the Scholastic Aptitude Test, O and A Level conducted by 
Cambridge University, TOEFL/IELTS and Advance Placement examination by the ETS. Early admission is allowed for 
students whose mental age is far above their chronological age. 

The high school curriculum has several components, namely: (a) National curriculum, (b) Honours Courses (first 
year university courses), (c) Advance placement courses, (d) International languages, and (e) Research. It emphasizes 
on maths and science as well as courses in social sciences, philosophy of science, music, performing arts, visual arts and 
self-development. The students are also given off-level courses offered by the Faculty of Science and Technology as 
well as Advance Placement courses (in Biology, Chemistry, Physic, Statistic, Calculus, Algebra, English Literature and 
Psychology) approved by the American College Board. Enrichment courses for instance Genetic and DNA, 
Astrophysics and Astronomy are also offered to students who are interested in broadening their academic horizon. 
Students will receive their high school diploma upon completion. The curriculum is compacted to reduce boredom, and 
students are allowed to accelerate according to their speed of learning. There is also flexibility in terms of enriching the 
gifted students beyond the high school curriculum. Students who are more advance than others are allowed to register 
and take university courses as their enrichment at the faculty either at Undergraduate or Masters level. Because of the 
acceleration, some students completed their high school earlier and are able to gain admission to top universities in the 
world at a much younger age. 

The curriculum model employed is nearly similar to the Stanley Model of Talent Identification and Development 
which uses difficult testing instrument to identify students, a diagnostic testing-prescriptive instructional approach in 
teaching gifted students through special classes, the use of subject matter acceleration and fast-paced classes in core 
academic areas (conducted as intensive program in core academic areas), and curriculum flexibility (students can opt 
not to take the national curriculum but focus only on one of the two international curricular). Although the model has 
been proven to be highly sustainable and exhibiting strong replication in various schools in the United States and some 
other countries (VanTassel-Baska & Brown, 2007), it has never been tested in Malaysia (except at PERMATApintar) 
and among its gifted population.

Diagram 2 shows the positioning of each component of the PERMATApintar curriculum. VanTassel-Baska and 
Brown (2007) mentioned “the use of formative and summative accountability measures to inform teachers and 
administrators of students’ progress throughout the implementation cycle” (pg. 352) as one of the support structure for 
gifted education. Formative assessment, nested within the units allows teachers to make daily adjustment to their 
teaching within a unit, while summative assessment will showcase the general knowledge and skills gained from the 
teaching across the units.  Gibb and Simpson (2004) suggested that assessment (both formative and summative) has an 
overwhelming influence on what, how and how much students study. Concomitantly, effective assessments are those 
that support learning among students and create positive intrinsic motivation for students to soar in their search for 
knowledge enquiry. 

At the beginning of the educational program, when training was less intensive, the teachers at PERMATApintar 
struggled with the assessment issues. This is mainly due to lack of trainings. The struggles were centred on the issues 
of; (a) matching the assessment with Bloom’s level of cognitive development (especially levels related to Higher Order 
Thinking – HOT), (b) utilizing result from assessment to improve teaching strategies, and (c) using findings from 
pre-test to differentiate students’ learning outcomes, content knowledge, teaching strategies, and assessment. This 
impacted the teachers’ ability to differentiate their teaching and developed a tendency to moved back to the teaching 
concept of “one-size-fits all” which does not benefit the gifted and talented students.
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Diagram 2: Components of PERMATApintar Curriculum

Since assessment is one of the looming issues that need to be addressed at PERMATApintar, the administrators made 
a decision to train the teachers in developing assessment tools based on Bloom Taxonomy (many of our teachers have 
no teacher’s training certification, and thus have almost zero knowledge on the subject matter). Teachers were taught to 
understand the importance of pre-test to help them plan their teaching lessons and post-test to help gauge students’ 
progress. Teachers were also taught to weight the option of using standardized state testing offered by ETS, the State 
Education Department, O and A levels paper offered by Cambridge University and assessment developed by other 
gifted schools to complement the school-based assessment developed by the teachers. This would give the teachers 
some ideas on the level of their performance-based assessment as compared to the standardized assessment. They then 
are encouraged to improve on their school-based assessment, and lift the assessment level to a point where it can be an 
indicator for the students’ intellectual ability (moving from gift to talent) as suggested by Gagne (2004). 
PERMATApintar also developed project-based assessments that assess students’ academic ability across discipline. 
Currently, PERMATApintar uses both formative and summative assessment in many ways. Table 1 below shows 
example of assessment used by the teachers.
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Table 1: Types of Assessment

Table 2: Areas of Assessment

Diagram 3: Number of Students Taking UKM Test 1 from 2018- 2009)

      Formative Assessment                                                              Summative Assessment

Project-based across discipline (subject matters)

Personal Folio

Reports of activities (eg. volunteering services)

Observational Reports (qualitative report on students’ 
self-development’s progress)

Lab Report
Quizzes 
Research Reports and Publication

1

2

3

4

5

Academic Curriculum and International Languages

(University courses (Honours Papers

Co-Curriculum & Self-Development

Research

Portfolio

50

10

15

15

10

School-based examination conducted twice per semester

End of Semester Assignment

International Standardize Testing (SAT, TOEFL, IELTS, 
Advance Placement)

Local Standardize Testing (SPM)

PERMATApintar believes in holistic development. Concomitantly, the assessment is designed to holistically assess 
students’ academic and personal growth. The assessment is basically divided into five categories that lead to a high 
school diploma as shown in Table 2 below. The assessment is conducted four times a year to help administrators and 
teachers develop early interventions for students who needed help academically. 

Impact of Identification and Nurturing Policies

The National Gifted Centre has been able to test more than two million children using UKM Test 1 and more than 
70,000 using UKM Test 2 since 2008 until 2018. More precisely, a total of 2,497,187 students from the age of eight to 
15 have taken the UKM1 test (Diagram 3), and 74,132 students have been invited to take the second test (UKM2) since 
2009 until 2018 (Diagram 4) and 533 ,18 have been identified as gifted and talented. 

Areas Assessed Percentage (%)

100 Total Assessment
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Diagram 4: Number of Students Taking UKM Test 2 from 2018- 2009)

Since 2008, a total of 5,774 students (Diagram 5) have been identified as gifted and talented in Maths and Science and 
have been invited to participate in the School Holiday Program that offers STEM-based courses (for instance; 
Cryptology, Bio-Medical Sciences, Astronomy, DNA Sequencing, Ethno-mathematics, Crystal and Polymer, Robotic 
and Green Technology). These students have a minimum IQ of 132 and a maximum IQ of 168 and falls under the 
category of highly gifted. However, due to space limitation, only 328  ,1 students have been offered a place in the 
pull-out program (the High School for Gifted and Talented) offered by the Malaysian National Gifted Centre at the 
National University Malaysia and 627 has completed their High School Program. A point to consider is that UKM Test 
1 also enables teachers to identify students with learning disability and this allows for early intervention. Since the 
students are not charged for the test, this provides room for children from low-income group to be tested as well.

SUCCESS STORIES
Our success stories come in many forms; from the identification process (more than two million children have taken the 
UKM Test1), to the enrichment programs (more than 25 courses have been developed over the decade and offered to 
5,774 students) and our High School Diploma program that has been accepted by more than 50 top universities in the 
world. However, the most significant is how they excel post-high school into their undergraduate, Masters and PhD 
program. 

Diagram 5: Total Number of Students Identified as Gifted and Talented
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Diagram 6: Post-High School Students Distribution

Research have shown that about 20 to 30 percent of the gifted students identified earlier will continue to excel 
academically into their Masters and PhD programs (Watley, 1969). Diagram 6 shows that about %20 of the Malaysian 
gifted students went on to pursue their Masters and PhD locally and abroad, while 119 students stop at undergraduate 
and went into the workforce. A total of 93 percent of the working group works with the different industries in the STEM 
area, while 7 percent went into the public sector.

 
About 27 percent of the students who went abroad (in the United States, United Kingdom, Australia, Korea, Japan 

etc.) gained admission into top 20 universities in the world while others gained admission into top Research 
Universities in Malaysia. About 68 percent of the students in the local universities received Dean’s List and a CGPA 
above 3.67 upon graduation while 82 percent of those studying abroad received Dean’s List with 11 percent maintaining 
a 4.0 CGPA upon graduation. In total 92 percent of the students continue to be in STEM related fields throughout their 
undergraduate programs and 100 percent of those who continue their Masters and PhD do so in STEM.

CONCLUSION 
Gifted education strives on holistic approach developed based on concrete theoretical framework. Variables in the 
theoretical framework become the structures that need to be scrutinized so that it can be developed into tangible 
structures that can hold the gifted education program together. The process of building a gifted program is similar to 
building a house where the base has to be strong to hold the weight of the total structure of the house. 

PERMATApintar, started from ground zero has tried to be unique by developing its own identification, enrichment 
program, the high school curriculum and it’s own teachers’ training program. It is a tall order for PERMATApintar, a 
national gifted centre from a small country with a small population. PERMATApintar will always looked back at its 
humble beginning, but at the same time will try and soar forward to be one of the best gifted centres that offers education 
program in various forms for gifted and talented students not only from Malaysia but also around the world.

The key to successful gifted program is the support it receives from the government and the society at large. Since 
independence, Malaysian gifted program has been on a roller coaster ride. The development can be best described as 
being very sporadic with no sustainable plan for growth. There was no comprehensive planning, no local expert to guide 
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the country, no leader in gifted education, and no funding allocated by the government for the program. Nonetheless, 
the scenario changed in 2008, when the then First Lady of Malaysia took interest in providing education for the gifted 
and talented and the appointment of the National University of Malaysia to take the task of developing gifted program 
for the Malaysian gifted children. Although, it is a stand-alone program under the purview of the Prime Minister 
Department, it receives full support from the Ministry of Education and governed by the policy stated in the Malaysian 
blue-print 2025-2015. Malaysia is now actively aligning the existing policies and procedures for the full roll-out of the 
program in 2021.     
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