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Abstract: In the last few decades, the world has witnessed a rapid increase in the number of students
in higher education institutions, leading to the massification of higher education. This paper investigates
how the massification of higher education has affected institutional diversity and equity in Malaysia.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with top management and mid-level managerial staff in one
of the top research universities in Malaysia. The findings showed that the massification of higher
education in Malaysia has implications for students’ equity and diversity. The analysis illustrates that
this higher education institution in Malaysia has taken steps to keep up with massification, but barriers
still exist that hinder students in terms of access to higher education. Although there was diversity
among the students in the institution, access to higher education for underprivileged students’ needs
special attention due to the inequality of their position in society. This study contributes to meaningful
ways of looking at the massification of higher education in relation to diversity and equity from an
institutional perspective.
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1. Introduction

Higher education is one of the main drivers that contribute to the social and economic
development of nations. Developing countries have recognised the importance of improving higher
education to meet the demands and requirements of today’s global labour market. According to Chan
(2016), many higher education institutions have gone through major transformations such as
reinventing curriculums and improving pedagogies and assessment policies to ensure that their students
are equipped with the knowledge, skills and competencies they need in order to contribute to the global
economy (Kassim, et al. 2020; Muftahu, & Jamil (2021).

The massification of higher education has brought significant opportunities for many people. The
expansion of higher education paves the way for more flexibility for students in pursuing their studies
at institutions, and the massification of higher education also helps in addressing issues with regard to
increasing demand (Chan & Lin, 2015).

Globalisation has brought benefits as well as challenges to higher education systems. It has pushed
higher education systems and institutions to take the initiative in making improvements to contribute to
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social and economic progress. For example, in Malaysia the government is continuously creating
initiatives to address the needs of the higher education sector through progressive policies and practices.
The quality of higher education in Malaysia has improved because of the implementation of progressive
regulations (Shariffuddin et al., 2017) that have helped students in gaining skills and knowledge.

This study explores important factors related to the massification of higher education in Malaysia.
By examining the implications of higher education massification on equity and diversity, this research
examines the challenges and also the opportunities that come with the implementation of policy and
practices related to the massification of higher education at the institutional level. We find that the
massification of Malaysian higher education is important in determining how the country’s higher
education system can be improved to meet the needs and demands of the growing global labour market.

Higher Education in Malaysia

Higher education in Malaysia began in 1959 with the establishment of an autonomous campus of
the University of Malaya in Kuala Lumpur, with 322 students (Khoo, 2005). By 1962, when the
autonomous campus became the University of Malaya, 1,341 students were enrolled (Abdu 11971). The
University of Malaya was the only higher education institution in Malaysia until 1969, and by that time
there were 6,672 students enrolled. From a single university in 1969, higher education in Malaysia has
witnessed a gradual expansion of public universities as well as a rapid mushrooming of private higher
education institutions following the enactment of the Private Higher Educational Institutional Act 1996
(Act 555). Currently there are 20 public universities, 36 public polytechnics, 99 public community
colleges, 48 private universities, 10 international branch campuses, 33 private university colleges and
345 private colleges.

In terms of enrolment, the gross enrolment ratio for tertiary education (GERTE) in Malaysia in
1980 was only 4 percent (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2020). GERTE is defined as encompassing
formal post-secondary education that includes higher education, TVET and skills training. Malaysia’s
GERTE in 1995 was 11 percent, but it jumped to 22 percent in 1998 following the legalisation of private
higher education institutions in 1996. By the turn of the millennium, the Malaysian higher education
system had entered a massification phase where GERTE surpassed 30 percent. Malaysia achieved
GERTE of 45 percent in 2018 with more than 1.3 million students enrolled. In 2019 a total of 567,625
students were enrolled in public universities, 96,362 in polytechnics, 26,118 in community colleges,
328,978 in private universities, 88,530 in university colleges, 187,733 in colleges and 28,103 in
international branch campuses (MOE, 2020).

2. Literature Review
2.1 An Overview of the Massification of Higher Education

The massification of higher education is related to the large-scale enrolment of students into a
national education system (Trow, 2006). It emphasises the roles of higher education in transforming
skills and preparing students to undertake different technical and economic elite roles (Trow, 2006).
However, challenges in the massification of higher education can relate to the over-issuance of diploma
qualifications and the stagnation of job opportunities, leading to the downgrading of education and
unemployment among graduates (Noui, 2020). This has not stopped students from seeking to enter
higher education, because the massification of higher education has also brought benefits in terms of
changing the institutional landscape and students’ enrollment profiles. For example, there have been
increasing numbers of female students, and also a more diversified mix in terms of the social and
geographic origins of students in higher education (Noui, 2020). These new trends in higher education
are direct effects of massification, and in turn they create a path for the burgeoning numbers of public
and private higher education institutions.

The massification of higher education is one of many strategies that governments in developing
countries deem necessary and effective in improving their higher education (Chan & Lin, 2015).
Massification is seen as an initiative to keep in pace with the intense global competition and pressure
within the international higher education system. However, the significant demands and pressure on
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higher education in developing a nation’s human resources to compete at the global level means that
the massification of higher education is challenging, particularly in terms of budgets (Dunrong, 2015).

There are four models for the massification of higher education in relation to financing, namely
the American Model, the Western European Model, the Southeast Asian Model and the Latin American
Model. Malaysia has adopted two of these, the Southeast Asian and Latin American Models, focussing
on the country’s private sector to expand higher education by receiving funding from tuition fees and
social fund-raising (Boon, 2014).

2.2 Equity in higher education

In many countries there are people who are unable to pursue higher education, especially from
disadvantaged and marginalised groups in society. Equal access to higher education has become one of
the main focuses in the reformation of higher education systems and frameworks. However, as
highlighted by Ilie and Rose (2016), equal access to higher education is difficult to achieve, considering
the financial and economic constraints that hinder people from enrolling in higher education institutions.
The recent expansions and reformation of higher education in some countries have tried to overcome
barriers hindering low income and disadvantaged classes from accessing institutions. Governments and
international bodies such as UNESCO have proposed a number of frameworks and designs for measures
and interventions to increase the accessibility of higher education to all people with a focus on
disadvantaged and marginalised groups.

Also, in developing countries including Malaysia, unequal access to higher education remains
one of the major challenges in the country (Muhammad, 2022). However, this issue is being addressed
through the government’s efforts, and also via collaboration with international agencies with an interest
in higher education.

2.3 Diversity in Higher Education

Diversity refers to specific characteristics of higher education institutions in terms of their size,
legal foundations, sector of control (state or private sector), disciplinary programmes, degree level,
services, procedural differences in teaching or research, climate and values, and differences in the
student body including age, sex and ethnic origins (Birnbaum, 1983). It can be related to reputational
diversity, differences in status or prestige, and may also include the mission, social purposes or roles of
institutions. Diversity is not a new concept in the context of higher education, and it intertwines closely
with culture (Guo & Jamal, 2007).

Achieving diversity can be challenging for higher education institutions. It raises issues of the
responsibility of higher learning institutions to meet the expectations and needs of diverse students from
different races, cultures and religions and with different beliefs, attitudes, and socioeconomic status,
which may all affect teaching and learning approaches. However, a healthy approach to diversity allows
all students, irrespective of their different backgrounds, to receive equal benefits from institutions. It
also creates an increase in learning opportunities for students, thereby subsequently increasing their
competitiveness. In Asian countries, governments have been focussing on boosting economic growth
through higher education since it brings income (Buenestado-Fernandez et al., 2019), and increased
diversity brings more students from ethnic minorities in society, particularly from disadvantaged and
marginalised groups.

3. Methodology

The methodological background to this study constitutes the massification of higher education
in Malaysia in relation to the equality, equity and diversity of institutional development, and the
research framework falls within the critical and interpretive perspective (Ball, 1990; Bowe, 1992; Gala,
2001; Tronya, 1994a, 1994b; Ozga, 1987). This approach was chosen to allow a critical and holistic
view of the situation related to the issue of the massification of higher education.

As a social science study, the research adopted a qualitative case-study approach, which allows
researchers to engage in an in-depth enquiry and investigation of social situations, events or interactions
(Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2004; Mullen, 2005), including how people understand values and
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alignments (Merriam, 1998; Silverman, 2004). Case studies may fall into three categories, namely
description, explanation, and evaluation; here the descriptive case study is the most suitable approach,
since it is suitable for depicting and portraying a phenomenon, usually employing thick descriptions. In
contrast, explanation case studies elucidate phenomena by looking for patterns within a case or across
cases, while evaluative case studies seek to make judgements about phenomenon. Neither of those
approaches are applicable here.

3.1 Interviews

Interviews are face-to-face, interpersonal question and answer sessions facilitated and
controlled by the interviewer (Occoro, 2000). The interview session is usually conducted through oral
means, wherein questions are asked directly by the interviewer and answers are offered verbally by the
interviewee. Researchers are acknowledged as active participants in the research process, rather than as
passive observers or scribes (Hertz, 1996). The interviewer may record responses in writing, audiotape
them on a recorder or both, depending on the researcher’s disposition at the time of the interview
(Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). Interviews are usually conducted once, although there is often the
possibility that a second round of interviews may be conducted depending on the richness and quality
of the first round.

The interview questions in this study were formulated from a review of the literature and the
data collected from different studies. The reliability of the instrument was established based on selected
literature to ensure the degree of consistency in collecting data based on the themes emerging from the
study. The interview questions were sent to experts for input and suggestions for the improvement of
the instruments and data collection procedure.

3.2 Participants

The participants in this study were selected from Malaysian higher education institutions.
Although there is no standard sample size for qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), a minimum
of five samples was deemed adequate to support data collection (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) due to the
huge amounts of data and the complex technicalities that are involved in qualitative research.

Considering the nature of the research, the participants were selected through purposive
sampling, a common method that brings together research participants who share the same criteria and
fulfill the requirements for a particular research situation and questions (Patton, 2002). Qualitative
research enhances the ability of the researcher to make comprehensive selections of appropriate
participants whose intellectual disposition and proximity to the site of the research topic will be best
suited to give analytical responses to the interview questions (Cresswell, 2003). The selected
participants in this study were recruited at the discretion of the higher education institution, involving
top and mid-management level staff at the university.

3.3 Data collection and analysis

The study employed interviews as the method of primary data collection, and secondary data
was also collected from the review of materials related to the policy and implementation of the
massification of higher education in Malaysia. All the interviews were conducted in English, and the
fieldwork took place from January to March 2021 in the chosen universities. Each interview lasted
approximately 30 minutes to 1 hour. All the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed.

In this study, as well as the primary data, secondary data was collected from selected documents
on the policy, implementation procedures and other aspects related to the massification of higher
education in Malaysia. Another major method for data analysis was thematic analysis, a method for
identifying, analysing and reporting patterns that emerge as themes from the data organisation and
description (Boyaztzi, 1998) during the analysis of the documents.

4. Findings
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From the data analysed, four themes were generated related to the focus of this paper. Theme
1 relates to the massification of higher education for inclusivity, Theme 2 concerns equity of access to
higher education, Theme 3 relates to diversity in higher education, and Theme 4 relates to barriers to
access to higher education.

7.1 Theme 1: Massification of higher education for inclusivity

Policy related to the massification of higher education in Malaysia has been put in place for a
number of reasons. According to Maringe and Sing (2014) the massification of higher education is here
to stay, and the data from this study suggests that there are merits to this statement given that student
enrolment continues to grow. According to one of the participants, the reason for massification is
inclusivity. There have been changes in the profile of students enrolling in higher education, and
therefore massification should be about providing access to higher education for all. In this analysis,
higher education institutions need to be more open to enrolment of students from different backgrounds:

I think it’s about inclusivity. We have to acknowledge that the profile of our students will change
and we need to provide opportunities for everybody to gain access to higher education. That’s the
reason why lifelong learning is an agenda, so more people will benefit and also to make sure
universities are not bordered ... borders. Have to open up to have everyone to have access to

knowledge. (1/01)

1 think personally ... Malaysia, since even from independence day ..... education has become an
important part of the agenda ... the country agenda. ... all citizens become more literate, get
better education. | think the government has put efforts into ensuring the quality, people in the
country get better education ... increase their employability ... opportunity to gain a better life.
This is one of the main points why Malaysia’s government would like to expand more in providing
more education. (1/05)

One of the participants claimed that massification will contribute towards the development of
higher education in Malaysia in the future:

I don’t think so. Not yet. It is more about the future ... in the past there is a division between
education, for that is ... life-long learners and education for normal people after post high school.
1t’s just beginning. We have not ... but not yet out. (1/01)

Another participant stated that the massification of higher education will provide more job
opportunities for local students and even for international lecturers. The massification of higher
education will help to fulfil the demands of students in Malaysia:

It opens the job opportunities ... not only international students but also for international
lecturers. Education is a business and we have high demand, and we don’t have enough higher
education to accept all these students. It’s income generation. (1/04)

7.2 Theme 2: Equity of access to higher education

Technological advancement

Access to higher education can support up-skilling and re-skilling of the human resources in the
country, as demanded by the Fourth Industrial Revolution. The current global trends are technology-
oriented and need special up-to-date knowledge and skills to stay relevant to industrial and economic
demands, as suggested by one of the participants:

With the disruption of the fourth industrial revolution and so on, I think people need to re-tool
and re-skill. Therefore, they need to have access to higher education. We as a university must
allow them to have access. (1/01)
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Advocate of knowledge

Academics in higher education institutions are seen as a source of knowledge. The massification
of higher education will enrich the sharing of this knowledge through equal access, and access should
be easy for everyone. This means that society must be able to gain access to higher education, so that
people can improve their knowledge with flexibility and at their own convenience. As stated by one of
the participants, if access is made difficult, it may be perceived that the university is not doing enough
for society as an agent of change:

After 2020 we know that we can perform in a certain ways, but we are not actually addressing it.
We need the numbers. But also in terms of our academics ... the ways in which we distribute
knowledge. The term they used in one of the articles is, “We should be advocates of knowledge,”
in the sense that we don’t advocate us. If we see ourselves as the ... we are the source of ... we
have all the knowledge. Obviously access should be given. Access should not be at our
convenience, but at ours and the users’ convenience. This is another thing we need to look at.
That’s why we should ask ourselves, what is our offering, and in what form do we offer our
process? We have the process ... they need to come here for our convenience. Then we are not
doing enough to change society. (1/02)

Intervention according to special needs

Intervention for easy access to higher education institutions should be reflected in the delivery of
teaching and learning programmes — for example, using local languages like Malay to cater for the
needs of students who may not be proficient in English. A participant suggested that although their
university has a very ambitious mission as a ‘Research University’, this should not hinder it in
providing what is need to support students in learning:

They need degrees, but also some kind of intervention. We have to use Malay in that sense ... we
know that English will be an issue ... or use the local language ... their own dialect ... Orang Asli
dialect. Even though we are a research university, some people might not like it. Why do we want
to do all that? We know that English will be used, but local dialect — our country needs this. We
have to be really open. We need to work for their convenience. Some might ask, we are a research
university, so why do we need that? We have to work on that. I'm keen to oversee it. Just because
we have micro credentials doesn’t mean we have overcome it. The course structure should bring
income to us and shouldn’t hinder people from accessing it. If we can do this, then we can clearly
tell that we are and advocate of knowledge, why we set up as a research university, we can claim
that. We are not to be stopped by our status as a research university. (1/02)

Policies for access to higher education

The Malaysian government has created many policies and initiatives to support the
massification of higher education. One example is by subsidising study fees to create opportunities and
support students to enter higher education from foundation programmes to postgraduate level. A
participant noted that the status of their university meant that it had been given more autonomy to
manage its own intake of students, which indirectly allowed it to be creative in providing access to the
university according to its own policies:

For the public sector, of course they are subsidised by the government. The government is trying
to give opportunities to Malaysian to further study, from the foundation to higher level ...
postgraduate level. That’s why under the Ministries there are lots of policies. But our focus, of
course, is under public universities. We follow whatever policy is given by the government. We
are sometimes trying to come up with our own policy, especially when we get special status. Then
the Ministry rewarded us and wanted this university to handle our own intake. We are the one
and only in Malaysia. (1/04)
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Fee discounts

At university level some strategies may be applied to bring in students from different groups,
including disadvantaged or less privileged groups. One of these strategies involves giving discount on
university fees:

School fees, yes ... we can give them a discount ... entry is a bit difficult as we don’t want to have
double standards and we want them to be able to come in. So ... what we do is we encourage
programmes for less competitive nature kinds of student ... like professional bodies. We
encourage, have lower intake requirements. They have the history of aiming for the best. When
we achieve status we want the best that can come in. We have changed that. It’s not fair, as we,
our vision as the best is to empower the bottom billion. When we don’t allow — and that’s the
point. We gradually changed it over the years. Basically, we reduced the entry requirement so we
can open the net bigger. We can select. We can have a quota system. That’s a better strategy ...
ves. Strategy ... yes ... we have been employing it for the past 3 to 4 years. (1/01)

One of the interviewees stressed that discounts are given for tuition fees for special students from
a sporting background, for senior citizens and for people from particular cultural backgrounds:

No, discounts ... at the moment we have tuition fee discounts for sports background ... senior
citizens and cultural background ... for the artists. Culture focus on people from the arts
background for the School of Arts. (1/04)

Don’t see much difference. The majority are Malay, Chinese and Indian. Same figures or
percentages based on nationality. No huge gap. (1/05)

Minority or less privileged groups

The indigenous people, known as Orang Asli, are considered as a minority. Their enrolment in in
higher education has only seen a slight increase, but that must change. More effort needs to be made to
bring this group of students into higher education. One of the participant’s responses illustrates this:

They are still considered a minority. Maybe a slight increase, but not that apparent. We still need
to work harder to bring them in. (1/01)

7.3 Theme 3: Diversity in higher education

Student Profile

There has been an increase in terms of the diversity of students enrolled in universities compared
to before. For example, in the past there were distance education programmes for adult learners with
work experience, but now the profile of students in the university has changed to involve more younger
students. The fourth industrial revolution has brought advancements in technology which attract the
younger generation to access higher education:

We used to feel that only life-long learners ... distance education ... we used to feel that people
of senior age, after they have worked they feel that they need to come back to study. That used to
be the norm. But now in general now the student profile is getting younger, and there is a definitely
a change. (1/01)

Students coming fresh from high school into undergraduate programmes, especially from the
indigenous community or Orang Asli, are not that apparent. These people are still seen as a minority,
and there has not been a significant increase in their enrolment into higher education. Higher education
institutions need to put more effort towards bringing this group of students into undergraduate
programmes:
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The demands of industry are high, requiring more manpower and at the same time more research
grants from the government. This university gives additional opportunities to students from diverse
backgrounds, including students with STPM and matriculation backgrounds alongside students from
other academic backgrounds:

Even the demands of industry are high ... then research and grants are provided by government.
Then ... so the word is changing ... the diversity of this university is to give opportunities to
Malaysian students who are from STPM and matriculation, to get experience from the rest of the
students who have different academic backgrounds. (1/04)

Intake Channels

To increase diversity among students, this university introduced various special intake channels.
There is an international intake for international students, and Class 1 intake for local students. In
addition, there are alternative channels for senior citizens and students from different cultural or
sporting backgrounds, as well as an offshore programme. These initiatives have introduced more
diversity among the students enrolling into the university:

In this university we have special intakes. Rather than UPU intake ... we also have an
international intake, Class 1 ... introduced last year ... Class 1 is the latest one. The students pay
the full fees in their first year, but they study as normal with the other students. Not subsidised by
the government. The difference is that they pay the full fees. We also have alternative channels
for senior citizens, different cultural backgrounds, sports backgrounds. We also have an offshore
programme. A second channel for those with work experience with minimum academic
requirements. We introduced these to get more diversity in terms of the admission of students.
(1/04)

Diversity is being improved at this university campus, but the majority of international students
are from particular geographical areas only. The university still does not have significant numbers of
international students from the rest of the world. Most of them come to the university to study for a
short period in international student exchange programmes. Most of the existing international students
are from Middle Eastern and African countries; meanwhile, local students consist of a diverse mix from
most of the main races in Malaysia, including the Orang Asli:

Yes ... depending on where the student comes from? Diversity is there ... we can see so many
students from different backgrounds on the campus. But we can see the majority is from certain
areas only. We want a more diverse combination, all countries available, but of course not all
international students want to pursue full time studies in Malaysia, but rather come on a short-
term basis, like some on exchange programmes. We still have these, but we can’t get hold of full-
time students or Bachelor’s degrees or Master’s programmes, not as many as from Middle
Eastern, African countries like what we have now. If we narrow down the area for the local
students, we have all races in this university. In this university, for example, we have Malay,
Chinese, Indian and all native races, as compared to other university that focus more on
Bumiputera races. Diversity is there in this university. (1/05)

Various academic backgrounds

The university has introduced diversity among the students by opening their enrolment to
undergraduate students from different academic backgrounds. Since this university has full autonomy,
they are able to increase diversity by this method. The diversity policy in this university is still in place,
and other universities have started to follow this university’s footsteps:

Starting from 2009, we introduced diversity ... we opened to all academic backgrounds at further
degree programme level. They argue that, JPT/KPT argue, but we fight that because we have the
autonomy. In 2009 we were the only university to introduce diversity. Lots of academic
backgrounds, equivalent to STPM and matriculation. Before 2009, everything, intake was under
centralised UPU. For undergraduates. After 2009 we gained autonomy, we introduced diversity.
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At that time we received lots of applications. Rather than STPM and matriculation .... we receive
various academic backgrounds. Until now, we still remain our policy in this university until
now.... and we can see some universities are following us, actually. (1/04)

7.4 Theme 4: Barriers to access to higher education

Quota

Quotas form one of the barriers to students getting access to higher education. Some
programmes require labs or studio space, which impose limitations on student intake:

Yes, of course we can, based on quotas given by the school on the spot. | like to emphasise we can
accept applications at any time and any level, but the barrier is there due to quotas. How many
students per programme that the school can accept. Some programmes require a studio base or
a lab base, so they can take students with limitations. (1/05)

Even though there has been an increase in enrolment numbers, only limited numbers of students
can enter higher education. The Ministry has set a limitation or quota in terms of student intake.
Students from various academic background may enrol, but with limitations:

The number of applications increased, but we have limited seats .... limited quota. The policy set
up by the Ministry is to have 10% intake. We can take various academic backgrounds, but limited
to 10% intake. (1/04)

Even though there are different intakes, this does not affect the quota for student intake. It does
not affect the quota provided by the Ministry for public mainstream students. If any individual schools
are able to take in more students, they may do so:

Depends on the capacity of the schools. If schools can take more, then they can. (1/04)

Entry Requirements

Entry requirements are a barrier for students getting access to higher education. This includes
English language ability, CGPA and interviews. Students’ applications need to demonstrate that they
have the required academic background and also meet the minimum requirements:

Basically, it varies. So many barriers to get more requirements like English, CGPA, even
interviews for programmes, so many. Fair enough, the main thing that we look into is that their
academic background meets minimum requirements, we have no issues with accepting their
applications, for example on programmes which can accept them directly without interview. (1/05)

Entry requirements into any programme are already set by the university. If any school or centre
removes the basic entry requirements, such as English, this can cause trouble for the university. This is
because students from all kind of background will apply:

To be frank, there are programmes that do not require English when students register — for
example, one of the institutes does not use English as requirement, and students from all sorts of
academic background want to join the institute. It started when the School of Arts also removed
English requirements, and all kinds of background came. This is what happens when we remove
English as a requirement. Of course, schools wants better and higher quality students to produce
theses. If they don’t understand English, how can they communicate with students? We need to
produce theses in English or Malay, and not their native language. (1/05)

Availability of lecturers
Research-mode programmes require supervisors. Students need to work under a supervisor to
complete their thesis. Even if students meet all the entry requirements, they will not offered a place if
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a suitable supervisor is not available. If they are offered a place, it would only be a waste of their time
and money:

Other than that is in terms of research mode, based on the availability of supervisors. Even though
a student meets all the requirements, we can’t offer a place if a supervisor is not available. Fair
enough, how we can offer a place when someone can’t supervise them? This would jeopardise
their time and fees. Not fair for students. (1/05)

8. Discussions and Conclusions

As we examine the extent of the expansion and massification of higher education in Malaysia,
four key themes have emerged. These are: Theme 1, the massification of higher education for
inclusivity; Theme 2, equity of access to higher education; Theme 3, diversity in higher education; and
Theme 4, barriers against access to higher education.

The study has shown that policies related to the massification of higher education have had a
huge impact in improving access for students. Although all public universities have received
autonomous status, which includes the ability to select students according to their own criteria,
nonetheless the numbers of students continue to be capped by quotas set by the Ministry. Furthermore,
despite the fact that student numbers are continuing to increase, the intake of students from different
academic backgrounds is still limited by quotas. Therefore, quotas of student numbers can be seen as a
hindrance to students getting access to higher education. Finding access pathways for students from
disadvantaged socio-economic groups is considered crucial for promoting equitable access to
opportunities for higher education, since social group disparities in accessing different disciplines have
far-reaching implications for the achievement of inter-generational equity.

Entry requirements to programmes can also be a barrier to students in getting access to higher
education. For example, minimum entry requirements almost exclusively centre on academic
performance in examinations. Another hindrance is the barriers faced by research students due to the
unavailability of suitable supervisors for their postgraduate studies.

The findings from the study also show that higher education is moving towards achieving
diversity. The findings suggest that the profile of student enrolment has changed over the years. The
advancement of technology has brought more diversity in term of the student profile. The demands of
industry for more diverse human resources with up-to-date knowledge and skills increase the demands
on student enrolment into higher education. However, minority groups including the Orang Asli need
to be given priority. Diversity among the student body is created through different intake channels that
provide learning opportunities for people with different academic and work experience. In order to offer
opportunities to disadvantaged groups, discounts may be given in their course fees. This opens up
opportunities for more diverse groups of students in universities, since fee support is vital to assist and
support underprivileged students to complete their studies. The results also suggest that student access
into higher education may be further expanded by the advancement of technology. Using new
technology, students can access courses from anywhere (Devisakti, & Muftahu 2022a; Devisakti, &
Muftahu 2022b). Higher education institutions must be advocates for the knowledge that they provide
to students. Students from different groups and backgrounds must not experience difficulty in gaining
knowledge, and higher education must be prepared to provide for them; they must be able to obtain
knowledge at their own convenience. There is a need for intervention here, to allow higher education
institutions to bring in more students. Academics and higher education institutions need to be open to
making access for students easier; this is even more important because of the current disruption to
teaching and learning resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic in different parts of the world
(Muhammad, 2020; Mathew, & Chung, 2020; Sim, et al (2021).

Finally, every student must have equal access to opportunities to enrol into higher education.
As noted by Tawney (1964, p. 102-103), “equality of opportunity depends not simply on the removal
of disabilities but also creation of abilities”. We argue that all the stakeholders in higher education must
be aware of the growing student diversity and the academic challenges faced by this diverse student
community. Disadvantaged students need more support during their academic journey in order to
traverse the widening gap between their entry and exit points. With the point of entry being ‘relaxed’
due to reservation policies and the relaxation of admission criteria, achieving the indicators of academic

361



Asian Journal of University Education (AJUE)
Volume 19, Number 2, April 2023

success at the point of exit may require significant additional academic support for disadvantaged
students.

In conclusion, as higher education institutions continue to expand access by admitting more
students than ever before, it is imperative for institutions not to lose sight of the increasing diversity of
the student body, and to put in place institutional structures and processes to ensure and promote equity,
diversity and inclusivity. It is equally important for institutions to ensure that as access is being
expanded, this does not compromise quality and excellence in providing a transformative educational
experience for all students. Achieving this balancing act in the era of massification is of critical
importance in ensuring that expansion translates into equitable access for students from all walks of
life, while also upholding standards of quality and excellence.
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