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Abstract

Media framing makes an issue salient. This study attempts to determine the frequency
of episodic and thematic frames in news about the Unified Examination Certificate
issue and identify the framing dimensions and valence used. Textual analysis of
the content and headlines was performed on 100 news articles from newspapers of
two languages. Results indicate that all the articles were framed episodically, with
the “attribution of responsibility” dimension used most frequently, followed by the
“human interest” and “conflict” dimensions. Chinese articles tended to use neutral
valance, whereas Malay articles mostly used negative valence. These findings provide
insights into ethnic politically-influenced and reader-oriented presentations of an
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2 LAM ET AL.

issue by different newspapers. Future studies may focus on newspapers using the same
language and investigate the framing effects by mainstream and alternative media.
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1 Introduction

As a multiethnic and multilingual country, Malaysia is not free from linger-
ing ethnic issues between its majority Malays and other ethnic groups. Unfair
treatment by the government toward the majority and other groups in politi-
cal, economic, social, and cultural aspects since colonial times tends to spark
ethnic tensions (Kua 2010). Among them, education — an area prioritized by
the Malaysian—Chinese — frequently triggers national-level debates. The sup-
posedly political-free educational debates are commonly amplified under an
ethno-political lens (Segawa 2013), a distinctive characteristic of Malaysia’s
political ecology in which political parties strive to manipulate ethnic bonds
to gain inter-ethnic support while instilling fear among ethnic outsiders. In
conveying progress to the public, the media offers a convenient platform.
However, the media’s ownership and political inclination further influence the
way they frame the intended message. Within this context, this study exam-
ines the framing of the Unified Examination Certificate (UEC), an academic
qualification in Malaysian—Chinese education that is not yet recognized by the
government, by local Malay and Chinese newspapers.

2 Background of UEC

Graduates of Chinese primary schools in Malaysia typically further their
studies in Malay-medium secondary schools or in Chinese-medium Chinese
Independent Secondary Schools (c1ss), among other options. CISS’s exist-
ence resulted from not observing the Education Act 1961, which called for a
single stream education policy (i.e., changing the medium of instruction first
to English, and then Malay); hence, schools were left to their own devices to
survive. The government also suspended secondary school examinations
conducted in Chinese from 1961 (Huang and Wei 2018). As c1ss graduates
needed a standardized evaluation system to pursue higher studies, the Unified
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FRAMING OF THE UNIFIED EXAMINATION CERTIFICATE 3

Examination was formulated and first held in 1975. Candidates who pass
the examination are awarded the UEC, a certificate governed by The United
Chinese School Committees Association of Malaysia (also referred to as Dong
Zong). As of December 2020, the examination reached its 46th year, with a
total of 695,717 candidates having taken it (Choong 2020; Dong Zong 2018).

Interestingly, although the UEC is academically equivalent to the Malaysian
Higher School Certificate and A-level and is widely recognized by higher edu-
cation institutions in countries such as China, Singapore, the United Kingdom,
and the United States, it is yet to be recognized in Malaysia (Hong 2018). If
the UEC is recognized, then cIss graduates may attend national universities
and ultimately serve as public officials (Dong Zong 2018). Despite meetings
between the Dong Zong and Malaysia’s Minister of Education since 1979 (Hong
2018), whether the UEC is given recognition remains uncertain.

Stemming from the British colonial “divide and rule” policy during the
Malayan era, ethnic tensions arising from political, economic, educational,
religious, and cultural issues are easily triggered in current Malaysian society,
commonly between the politically dominant ethnic Malay, who enjoy posi-
tive discrimination in the fields of education, business, and the civil service —
and other communities, such as the Chinese and Indians (BBC 2020; Ramli
et al. 2018). Ethnic tensions occur when unfairness and dissatisfaction are
felt among ethnic groups, causing them to defend their rights and demand
equality through debates and protests, among other means. The notorious
Operation Lalang (1987) is an example of ethnic tensions on education that
took place in Malaysia. It was caused by the appointment of teachers without
a Chinese qualification to administrative positions in Chinese primary schools
— a government decision believed to be potentially harmful to the uniqueness
of Chinese schools — resulting in ethno-political tension; three major newspa-
pers (Sin Chew Daily, The Star, Watan) also had their licenses revoked (Yang
and Ishak 2012). As for UEC recognition, the Chinese believe that Chinese edu-
cation is one of the three pillars of their society (the other two being Chinese
newspapers and associations) which has an obligation to pass on Chinese cul-
ture (Ng and Beng 2018); hence, it should always be defended. However, their
sacrifices in seeking UEC recognition were interpreted by the opposition as
going against the National Education Policy, with some relating it to devaluing
the status of Malay as the national language, posing threats to national sover-
eignty and reducing the opportunities of Malaysian Higher School Certificate
holders to enter local universities (Kua 2018a; Li 2019; Talib and Ishak 2020). To
a great extent, recognition is seen as a challenge to Malay Supremacy, a polit-
ical ideology that emphasizes Malay dominance in Malaysia (Ignatius 2018).
Educators and politicians have been fighting over the issue, rendering it no
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longer strictly an educational issue but one also linked to ethnic politics (Hong
2018).

Recognition of the UEC became a popular topic in Malaysia in 2018, when
Pakatan Harapan (PH), a political coalition, used it as a manifesto during the
country’s 14th General Elections, with the clear intention to win Chinese votes
(Kua 2018b). Appealing to ethnicity is a common tactic in Malaysian elec-
tions (Wen, Chibundu, and Chua 2020). Parties capable of handling issues
deemed important to a particular ethnic group are likely to gain their sup-
port. Eventually, PH won the election and formed a Policy Taskforce on the
UEC. However, before the report was made public, the coalition already failed
to maintain its majority in Parliament, thus, losing power over the Federal
Government, just 22 months after it won the election (Chuah 2020; Yaakub
2021). With the end of PH’s reign, “UEC recognition” remains a mere political
talking point at election time, which occasionally pops up in the media.

3 Malaysian Media and Framing

Malaysian media is twofold: ethnic-based and mostly politically controlled.
Major ethnic groups have the news reported in their own language, often from
an angle reflective of their concerns, thus, causing the news to appear ethni-
cally biased (Wen, Chibundu, and Chua 2020). At the same time, the country’s
media companies are mostly owned and controlled by political parties. Many
major shareholders of Media Prima, Malaysia’s dominant media company that
publishes Malay newspapers Berita Harian and Harian Metro, are affiliated
with United Malay National Organization (UMNO, a party upholding Malay
Supremacy that dominates Barisan Nasional, a Malaysian political coalition)
(Wok and Mohamed 2017), whereas The Utusan Group (also uMmNoO-controlled)
owned Malay newspapers Utusan Online and Kosmo! up until 2019. Owing to
their political background, Malay newspapers inevitably show ethnocentrism
and speak out against views that hamper Malays’ advancement, with most
of their reporting being politically biased (Ramli 2019; Yang and Ishak 2015).
Meanwhile, Chinese newspapers, which lack a political background, are said
to be more politically impartial (Koshy 2020). Sin Chew Daily (owned by a busi-
ness tycoon) is a representative of them. As an ethnic daily, it incorporates
ethnic perspectives in reporting issues, especially on education, culture, and
religious rights pertinent to the Malaysian—Chinese (Ng and Beng 2018).
Chinese newspapers exhibit their relevance within the “Malayness” and
ethnic tensions in Malaysia through measures, such as in-depth reporting
of their community’s survival in Malaysia, introducing a bilingual edition of
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FRAMING OF THE UNIFIED EXAMINATION CERTIFICATE 5

newspapers so that their voices can be heard by the government, and encour-
aging their own community’s reflection in the Malaysian political, economic,
educational, and safety aspects. In Malaysia’s ethno-political setting, Chinese
newspapers are said to play the role of a mediator and “promoter of modera-
tion” (proposed by Najib Abdul Razak, the former Prime Minister of Malaysia)
(Yang and Ishak 2016). In general, through lessons learned (e.g., Operation
Lalang) and with existing acts (e.g., Printing Presses and Publication Act,
Communications and Multimedia Act, Sedition Act), Malaysian newspapers
are used to performing self-censorship in their reporting on sensitive issues to
prevent offending the government (Wong 2004).

To further understand the interplay between the UEC issue and the media,
investigating the way media presents the issue is necessary. Given their respec-
tive stand, the media may choose to report on a specific part of the issue;
hence, “framing” the reality presented to readers. Given that certain aspects of
the issue are upraised as the subject, they become salient to readers (Entman
1993) and shape public perceptions toward it.

For the media, issue-framing is divided into thematic and episodic. Iyengar
(1991) suggested that thematic framing covers an issue in a general context,
whereas episodic framing frames an issue as a specific event or the narrative
of an individual. Previous studies showed that a thematically-framed issue
creates an impression to readers that the issue is collective in nature; hence,
its locus and solution at the governmental level is determined (Harrison,
Macmillan, and Rudd 2020; Zoller and Casteel 2021). By contrast, an episodic
frame tunes down an issue’s complexity by diverting the responsibility to indi-
viduals, as in Smith and Pegoraro (2020) and Zhang and Jin (2017). To study
framing in more detail, Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) suggested five generic
framing dimensions: “attribution of responsibility”, “conflict”, “human interest’,
“economic consequence” and “morality” These framing dimensions exist in
media coverage (Gronemeyer and Porath 2017; Semetko and Valkenburg 2000)
with different weightage by the nature of the issue reported. For instance, the
conflict frame may be more prevalent in political and interracial-related news,
whereas reports dealing with social problems and crises are inseparable from
the “attribution of responsibility” frame (An and Gower 2009; Gronemeyer and
Porath 2017; Kee, Hassan, and Ahmad 2012; Yang and Rycker 2017).

An issue can also be made salient by portraying it positively, neutrally, or
negatively. It makes up the continuum of valence, namely, a qualitative value
of the issue, which influences readers. De Vresse and Boomgaarden (2003)
found that the European Union (EU) receives relatively negative enlargement
evaluation and low support when news about the EU is framed in disadvan-
tageous valence in European countries. Hurtikova (2017) revealed that a high
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frequency of positive reports increases the support of a political party, and vice
versa. Becktel et al. (2021) reported the perceptions of the Marine Corps on
female military combat were affected by the use of tone in a news article. In
this regard, the function of valence in news articles corresponds to Entman
(1993) who classified frames as defining problems; diagnosing causes; making
moral judgments; and suggesting remedies.

This study examines the framing of UEC by Malay and Chinese newspapers
after the change of Malaysian government in 2018. It attempts to determine
the frequency of episodic and thematic frames found in the news articles on
UEC, what framing dimensions are used to portray UEC, and how UEC news
are portrayed in terms of the valence used.

4 Methodology

Leveraging the frameworks by Iyengar (1991), Semetko and Valkenburg (2000),
and Boydstun et al. (2013), this qualitative study analyzed news articles pub-
lished online by five Malaysian newspapers (Table 1). Malay and Chinese news-
papers were selected because the UEC issue often triggers conflicts between
the two communities. All five newspapers have high circulations, with xm
ranking the highest (182,022/day) among the four Malay newspapers and like-
wise for scD representing Chinese newspapers (338,568/day) (adQrate, n.d.). A
pre-study screening reveals that Malay newspapers published a relatively lim-
ited number of UEC-related news stories compared with their Chinese coun-
terparts; altogether four Malay newspapers were selected to obtain balanced
data for the study.

UEC-related news articles dated from May 10 to December 31, 2018 were col-
lected, considering the latest General Election was held on May g, 2018, and the

TABLE 1 Descriptions for newspapers selected.

Newspaper Abbreviation Website Language
Berita Harian ~ BH https://www.bharian.com.my/ Malay
Harian Metro HM https://www.hmetro.com.my/

Utusan Online vo http://www.utusan.com.my/

Kosmo! KM http://www.kosmo.com.my/

Sin Chew Daily scp https://www.sinchew.com.my/ Chinese
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announcement of government change on the following day. Keyword searches
on “UEC” and “Tongkdo 4¢%” (Chinese equivalent for “UEC”) in news head-
lines were performed on the respective newspaper’s website. A total of 100
news articles (50 for each language) were collected for the analysis. This num-
ber is in accordance with the allowance of 10% sampling error by Wennermark
(2013).

The unit of analysis for rRQ1 is the content of news articles, whereas that
for rRQs 2 and 3 are the news headlines. Qualitative coding was performed
by a single coder, initially by going through random printed samples of the
news articles collected by checking the respective unit of analysis against the
attributes of framing by Iyengar (1991), framing dimensions by Semetko and
Valkenburg (2000), and valences by Boydstun et al. (2013). The relevant words
or phrases in the unit of analysis matching the attributes were circled as proof.
The attributes were contextualized and improved along the way until the fol-
lowing working definition applicable to the study was formed:

Episodic frame: frames the UEC issue as an individual, a party or specific
event, including any interview or speech that is triggered by a particular
event related to the issue.

Thematic frame: frames the UEC issue by providing its background and
information about the issue holistically.

The actual analysis was conducted two weeks later, at which time news arti-
cles were reprinted in clean slate and analyzed against the working definitions
according to each rQ.

5 Findings and Discussion

This section consists of three subsections, reporting on the findings on the (1)
frequency of episodic and thematic frames, (2) framing dimensions used, and
(3) valence of news headlines.

5.1 Frequency of Episodic and Thematic Frames

The analysis reveals that episodic frame is the only frame used when report-
ing on the UEC issue in Malay and Chinese newspapers (Table 4). Episodic
frame tends to bring about finger-pointing (Zhang and Jin 2017). It is also com-
monly used to divert public attention. In this study, most episodically-framed
news articles were on the “claims/finger-pointing” made by influential figures
(e.g., politicians) (36% or 18/50 Chinese news articles and 32% or 16/50 Malay
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TABLE 2 Framing dimensions and attributes.

Framing dimension Attribute

Attribution of Attribute the responsibility for the cause of the
responsibility UEC issue, its progress or outcome to government

or specific individual(s). The article may contain a
blaming tone or elements of fault-finding.

Conflict Emphasize the conflict(s) between Chinese and
Malay individual(s) or community, resulting from
the UEC issue.

Human interest Focus on individual(s) or community’s emotional
point of view toward the UEC issue, regardless of
whether the party(s) supports the recognition of
UEC or not.

Morality Highlight the UEC issue in the context of religious
principles or moral requirements.
Economic consequence  Point to the UEC issue by looking into the

economic consequences on an individual, a group
or a country.

(adapted from Semetko and Valkenburg 2000)

news articles), followed by “urges” (28% or 14 counts in Chinese news articles
and 26% or 13 counts in Malay news articles). While both newspapers demon-
strated the same weightage on the “event-reporting” type of news (20% or 10
counts in each newspaper), a difference was shown in “expressing one’s stand”
(16% or 8 counts in Malay news articles, none in Chinese news articles) and
“giving promises” (16% or 8 counts in Chinese news articles, 6% or 3 counts
in Malay news articles). The Malay newspapers demonstrated worries and
concerns, whereas the Chinese newspaper tended to focus on progress that
gave hopes to readers. The contradictory orientation shown by both newspa-
pers is an externalization of their ideology — the Malay newspapers under the
influence of their political ownership needed to speak out to maintain the eth-
no-political bond of the readers, whereas the Chinese newspaper needed to
shed light on the issue to please its community (Ng and Beng 2018). The lack of
intersection between both newspapers may sow the seeds of division among
readers, which further obstructs the effort to find a win-win solution for the
issue.
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TABLE 3 Valences and attributes.

Valence  Attribute

Positive =~ The UEC issue is portrayed in a positive light or from a generally
sympathetic point of view, which supporters of the UEC will be
happy to read.

Neutral  Either the UEC issue is portrayed using positive and negative
tones that balance out each other or both tones are absent.
Negative ~ The UEC issue is portrayed in a negative light or in a non-
sympathetic manner; supporters of the UEC will be upset
to read the same.

(adapted from Boydstun et al. 2013)

None of the news articles framed the issue thematically. Although this find-
ing enhances the claim by Iyengar (1991) that an episodic frame is more fre-
quently used in issue-reporting, it shows that no effort was made to improve the
public’s understanding of the issue. Instead, the topic was kept salient by con-
tinually sensationalizing it with details of the recognition process (e.g., when
and how the UEC will be recognized). Although the rationale for downplaying
the complexity and historical aspects of the issue by the Malay newspapers can
be politically driven, the understanding of readers of both newspapers on the
issue will be fragmented over time. Passive readers are dependent on and eas-
ily influenced by the first-hand content they receive. Little do they realize that
they are reading framed news content, which only highlights certain aspects
of the perceived reality, leaving out as much or more than what they include
(Carter 2013; Entman 1993). The exclusive use of episodic framing resulted in
readers from the Malay and Chinese community forming an incomplete — if
not distorted — perception on the basis of the specific incidents of the UEC and
“selective views” reported (Steppat, Herrero, and Esser 2021). Therefore, when
this framing trend persists, readers lacking exposure to the UEC issue in the
bigger picture may underestimate its significance as a nationwide issue; hence,
causing it to gradually fade away from the public’s and the media’s attention.
When the media pays less attention to the issue, readers have less exposure
to it. A vicious cycle will form until the issue is no longer deemed important.
To a great extent, the UEC issue may be treated as less relevant in view of the
national agenda and eventually left out, impacting the inclusiveness of the
country’s education policy. This situation resonates with the notion of Entman
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TABLE 4 Episodically-framed news articles (examples).

Label Headline

Framing Rationale

Uo 1 UEC: Beri masalah
kepada universiti, sektor
kerajaan

(UEC: Giving problems
to universities and the
government)

KM 3 200 mahasiswa berhim-
pun bantah iktiraf UEC
(200 university
students gathered to
oppose the recognition
of UEC)

scD 2 Zhang Jian Rén: chéng-
ren Tongkao bunéng
zai tuo
(Chong Chieng Jen:
UEC recognition
cannot be delayed
further)

The news article reported on
the disagreement of Prof. Datuk
Dr. Wan Ramli Wan Daud, a
local scholar, on the recogni-
tion of the UEC. He claimed
that if the students who sat for
the UEC were weak in Malay,
then they would face difficul-
ties in the university. The entire
news article was about the
opinion of a person on the UEC
issue.

The news article reported only
on a particular event (a rally).

The news article only focused
on claims made by Chong
Chieng Jen, a political figure,
who said that he trusted the
Prime Minister, and that many
arguments arose on UEC recog-
nition, especially from the
Bumiputras (the Malays and
the indigenous people of the
country).

(1993), who argued that framed news can lead to a treatment recommendation
for the issue described or influence public policy in the case of the UEC.

5.2 Framing dimensions used

Both newspapers used the “attribution of responsibility” and “human interest”
dimensions to present headlines on the UEC issue. The “conflict” dimension
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was only found in Malay headlines. The economic consequences and morality
dimensions were absent, which makes sense because the issue has no direct
connection with economic and moral concerns. Among the three framing
dimensions used, the “attribution of responsibility” dimension was the most
prevalent. It obtained the highest usage by Malay (88% or 44/50 headlines)
and Chinese (more than 100% or 66/50 headlines) newspapers. A headline
may contain more than one framing dimension (Table 5); thus, contributing to
the over-100% percentage of Chinese headlines.

Further categorization reveals that the “responsibilities” can be attributed
to the government, organization, influential individuals, and the general pub-
lic. In Malay headlines, the government was held responsible the most (42%
or 21/50 headlines), followed by organizations (22% or 11 counts), influential
individuals (20% or 10 counts), and the general public (4% or 2 counts). The
responsibility of the government was primarily highlighted because UEC rec-
ognition was one of the manifestoes of the 14th General Election. The prom-
ise gave hopes to supporters but caused unrest among non-supporters. Each
update from the government and its actions were the main concern of Malay
newspapers and had been put under the spotlight by both parties, which con-
tinuously made the issue salient. By contrast, the Chinese headlines focused on
responsibility at the level of influential individuals (64% or 32/50 headlines),
followed by government (40% or 20 counts), organizations (24% or 12 counts),
and the general public (4% or 2 counts). More efforts were shown to report on
recognition progress. Moreover, both newspapers exhibited similar weightage
on headlines that attributed responsibility to the government, organizations,
and the general public.

Human interest is the second most commonly used framing dimension
by both newspapers, with the Malay newspapers recording 12% (6/50 head-
lines) and the Chinese newspaper recording 6% (3/50 headlines) (Table 6).
Undoubtedly, readers easily focus on headlines that deal with human interest
(Graber 2001), especially those relevant to them. When recognition of the UEC
became one of PH’s election manifestoes, political parties started weaponizing
propaganda to promote their central agendas and attempted to sway public
opinion in their favor, as “the battle for public opinion is as important during a
war as the engagement of soldiers on the front” (Hiebert 2003, 243). Politicians
attacked PH via the propaganda that brought closer the fine difference of the
UEC issue being an education issue and an ethno-political one. As the prop-
aganda deliberately spread a certain degree of disinformation and is likely to
systematically sow ignorance, division, doubt, and fear (Hodges 2018) — with
perceptions and behavioral changes as its ultimate goals, reporting incidents
covering such political discourse in the newspapers directly corresponded
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Headlines with more than one framing dimension (examples).

Label Headline

Framing
dimension

Rationale

U027

SCD6

Pengiktirafan UEC perlu
pertimbangkan
perasaan orang
Melayu—Dr. Mahathir

(UEC recognition must
consider the feeling of
Malays—Dr. Mahathir)

Chéngren Tongkao huo
fang huan

Dong Jiao Zong cli wit
zhengzhihua

(UEC recognition may
slow down. Dong Zong

urges to not politicize the

issue.)

Attribution of
responsibility

- government

- influential
individual

Attribution of
responsibility
- organization
- the general
public

As an influential
individual, Tun Dr.
Mahathir is respon-
sible for his personal
urging of the govern-
ment. Concurrently, the
government is urged to
take up the responsibil-
ity for ensuring that the
Malays are not offended
when any decision is
made.

Dong Zong holds
responsibility as an
organization for its
claim. In view of the
possible slowing-down
of the recognition, the
public is responsible for
acting rationally and
waiting for the formal
announcement instead
of politicizing it.

with the effects of media framing. Media companies were predisposed to pro-
mote their owners’ political vested interests (Yang and Ishak 2016) and tended
to report on those that were supportive of their stand. Following these reports,
the public was made to see how the issue could affect them (e.g., the Malay
readers were alerted that UEC recognition might challenge their privilege),
they formed perceptions and eventually chose sides. That is, successful prop-
aganda ultimately benefits one side while hindering the other (Entman 2003).
Headlines framed using the “human interest” dimension thus can help convey
and instill the ethno-political stand of the political parties owning the respec-
tive newspapers to readers.
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TABLE 6 Headlines framed using the “human interest” dimension (examples).
. Framing .
Label Headline . - Rationale
dimension
BH7  Pengiktirafan UEC Human Some Malaysians are
akan dibuat tanpa jejas  interest worried that UEC recogni-
bahasa Melayu tion will affect the status
of Malay being the coun-

(uec will be recognized try’s national language.

without affecting bahasa Considering that this corner

Melayu) may bring direct harm to

HM 10 UEC akan “rosakkan” the National Education
Dasar Pendidikan Policy and challenge the
Kebangsaan privilege of the Bumiputras,
(UEC will “damage” the it is connected with the
National Education collective interest and
Policy) concerns of a large group of

people.

scpio  Lin Zhén Hul: chéngren Hurting c1ss is hurting its
Tongkao 2 kdoliang supporters whose interest is
“Ma Zhi Li shuoci shang- to hear positive news about
hai dizhong” recognition.

(Lim Chin Fui: Two
considerations in UEC
recognition. “Maszlee’s
speech hurts c1ss”)

The framing dimensions of “attribution of responsibility” and “human inter-
est” tended to coexist in the headlines. Observable in Malay (6% or 3/50 head-
lines) and Chinese (10% or 5/50 headlines) newspapers (Table 7), this trend is
essentially owing to the specialty of the UEC issue that it seeks actions from
some individual(s) or party(s), and the actions taken will trigger readers’ emo-
tional concerns. Entman (1993) proposed that the subject of how news comes
to represent the interests of political elites is framed by the imprint of power,
that is, those who are politically influential get more chances to have their per-
spectives and opinions appear in the news. In the Malaysian media setting,
the shareholders of Media Prima and the Utusan Group have the privilege to
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have their preferred messages presented in news coverage by the newspapers
under their control. The Chinese newspaper, despite lacking a political back-
ground, also pays attention to influential individuals having political support
in its news articles. This finding suggests that the newspapers allowed the
country’s political parties to serve as bellwethers in orientating readers’ per-
ceptions toward the UEC issue. Meanwhile, the “human interest” dimension is
found to be supportive of the “attribution of responsibility” dimension when
reporting on political and societal problems (Boukes et al. 2015). In this study,
readers can easily associate the problems on UEC recognition reported with
the dilemma they face; hence, attributing responsibility to the government or
politicians that they can turn to. This supports the claim that framed headlines
containing “attribution of responsibility” and “human interest” dimensions
play a crucial part in the way readers perceive the UEC issue and consequently
form opinions about it. News is therefore not only information gathering and
presentation but also a result of accumulated decisions and media framing.

The use of the “conflict” dimension marks another obvious difference
between Malay and Chinese news headlines. It was only prevalent in the for-
mer (10% or 5/50 headlines, Table 8) but absent in the latter. In Malay newspa-
pers, such headlines are found to regularly employ the word “bantah” (protest
or oppose) in showing the disagreement of non-supporters. Being in disagree-
ment means clashes of opinions occur, thus, the “conflict” dimension is observ-
able. This finding implies that Malay newspapers, in pursuing their owners’
political interests, were consistent in expressing disapproval of changes to
the current situation that were thought, if not accused, to challenge Malay
Supremacy. Sensationalizing the issue via the “conflict” dimension, even at
the expense of inciting ethnic tensions (Kua 2002), is telling readers that their
ethnic dignity is well safeguarded, and their continuous political support is
needed. As for the Chinese newspaper, it realized the complexity of Malaysia’s
ethnic politics and attempted to avoid crossing the red line; hence, insignifi-
cant coverage framed using the “conflict” dimension was not highlighted. This
explains why headlines framed in the “conflict” dimension in Malay newspa-
pers outnumbered its Chinese counterpart.

5.3 Valence of News Headlines

Looking at how the Malay and Chinese news headlines portrayed the news
on the UEC issue revealed further the way the issue was framed. The result
showed that Malay headlines used negative valence the most (42% or 21/50
headlines), followed by neutral (36% or 18 counts), and positive valence (22%
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TABLE 8 Malay news headlines framed using the “conflict” dimension (examples)
. Framing
Label Headline . -
dimension
UO 2  Peradaban bantah UEC Conflict

(Peradaban objects to UEC)

BH 22 GAMIS bantah UEC
(GaMIs objects to UEC)

UO 22 ASAS bantah cadangan iktiraf UEC
(AsAs objects to the suggestion to recognize the UEC)

or 11 counts). Comparatively, being neutral was the predominant valence in
Chinese headlines (56% or 28/50 news articles), followed by positive (30% or
15 counts) and negative valence (14% or 7 counts).

The prominent use of negative valence by Malay headlines indicated
that the UEC issue is badly received and perceived by the Malay community
(Table g). In addition, the use of negative valence is a technique to maintain
news value and continuously attract readers’ attention (Altheide 1997) because
it looks more sensationalized to readers who buy it. By contrast, Chinese head-
lines primarily used neutral valence, especially before any formal announce-
ment was made. Due to the sensitivity of the issue, the Chinese newspaper
may want to stay safe and avoid being accused as stirring up any intense situ-
ation, especially for scp which had the unpleasant record of being suspended
in Operation Lalang 1987. This finding is also in line with scD’s relatively inde-
pendent stand compared with newspapers in other languages (Yang and Ishak
2015). Nevertheless, as news publishing is a business, readers’ taste was still
catered to, within which headlines in positive valence outnumbered the ones
in negative valence. The same trend was also observed in Malay newspapers,
with headlines in positive valence reported the least. The relatively limited
number of UEC news articles reported by Malay newspapers is already an indi-
cation of how the newspapers perceived the importance of the issue. A biased
perception among their respective readers on the recognition is eventually
influenced and constructed.
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TABLE 9 Headlines presented in different valances (examples)

Label Headline Valence  Rationale

BH3 Kenyataan sokong UEC tidak perlu Negative  These head-
dilayan—PENA lines upset UEC

supporters and
(Ignore statements on UEC hence carry nega-
recognition-PENA) tive valence.

scD 9 Wi Qing tuanzhang Asilafa: Tongkao ju
zhongza zhiyi bunéng chéngren
(Asyraf, the Youth Chief of uMNO: UEC is
racist in nature, cannot be recognized)

KM 4  Prejudis terhadap UEC perlu diselesaikan ~ Neutral The headlines
terlebih dahulu—Maszlee are only sugges-
(Prejudice toward UEC needs to be solved tive in nature and
first-Maszlee) do not show any

scp4  Lai Shi: kdolidng Milirén quényi inclination, hence
chéngren Tongkao xt shénru yanjia carrying neutral
(Rais: consider the Malay’s rights. UEC valence.
recognition requires in-depth research.)

HM 1  Tak buat pusingan U berhubung isu Positive ~ The headlines
UEC-Maszlee show promising
(Not making U-turns on the UEC progress or bring
issue-Maszlee) hopes to the

supporters of UEC,
scp2y  Ni Ké Min: déng le 60 nian wufang zai

déng bannian

“chéngren Tongkao zhirikédai”

(Nga Kor Ming: Waiting for another
half year is okay, as we have waited for
60 years. “The recognition of UEC is
targetable.”)

hence carrying
positive valence.
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6 Conclusion

News presented by media is a product of framing. In Malaysia’s media setting,
news framing is often attributed to the interplay between political and ethical
considerations. This study reported on the exclusive use of episodic framing in
UEC news articles in Malay and Chinese newspapers. In addition, these ethnic
newspapers demonstrated two different orientations in portraying the issue
in terms of the framing dimensions and valence constructed. Significantly, no
Chinese news headlines framed the UEC issue by using the “conflict” dimen-
sion, whereas Malay headlines did. Malay headlines also used negative valence
the most, whereas Chinese headlines predominantly used neutral valence.
The findings indicated that the interests of media company owners, including
the need to hold the interest of the community served by the ethnic newspa-
pers, are two important contributing factors in the framing process. While the
Malay newspapers have a political background as support to frame the UEC
news in a way befitting their ethno-political agenda, the Chinese newspaper
continued to safeguard its ethnic culture and identity with reports presenting
the relatively positive aspect of the issue. This observation echoes the claims
by Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) that different media with specific types of
businesses and audiences tend to project different frames on the same topic.
Under this context, the UEC issue has become a politicized educational issue,
and readers’ understanding of it is continuously molded by framed news. This
study helps fill a research vacuum in existing literature by focusing on the
framing of Malaysian ethnic newspapers on the UEC issue. However, this study
was conducted on news articles collected over about half a year, following
the change of government, hence marking its limitation. Future research can
extend the study period and focus on newspapers using the same language and
investigate the framing of the UEC issue in mainstream and alternative media.

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank Associate Professor Dr. Su-Hie Ting for her invaluable
input, comments, and encouragement in helping us produce this research.
References
adQrate. n.d. “Newspaper sort by circulation.” Accessed December 10, 2019. http://

www.adqrate.com/newspaper/.

MANUSYA: JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES 25 (2022) 1-22


http://www.adqrate.com/newspaper/
http://www.adqrate.com/newspaper/

FRAMING OF THE UNIFIED EXAMINATION CERTIFICATE 19

Altheide, David L. 1997. “The news media, the problem frame, and the production of
fear” The sociological quarterly 38 (4): 647-668.

An, Seon-Kyoung, and Karla K. Gower. 2009. “How do the news media frame crises?
A content analysis of crisis news coverage.” Public relations review 35 (2): 107-112.
BBC. 2020. “Malaysia country profile.” Accessed September 4, 2021. https://www.bbc.

com/news/world-asia-pacific-15356257.

Becktel, Kalyca Lynn, Cassandra M. Stanton, Justin E. Smith, Caleb D. Eames, and Kaye
D. Sweetser. 2021. “Policy aside: A framing study on policy change and its influence
on the perception of an organization’s culture.” Public Relations Review 47 (1):1—7.

Boukes, Mark, Hajo G. Boomgaarden, Marjolein Moorman, and Claes H. De Vreese.
2015. “Political news with a personal touch: How human interest framing indirectly
affects policy attitudes.” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 92 (1):121-141.

Boydstun, Amber E., Justin H. Gross, Philip Resnik, and Noah A. Smith. 2013. “Identi-
fying media frames and frame dynamics within and across policy issues.” In New
Directions in Analyzing Text as Data Workshop, London.

Carter, Michael J. 2013. “The hermeneutics of frames and framing: An examination of
the media’s construction of reality” SAGE 3 (2): 1-12.

Choong, Woei Chuan, ed. 2020. Chinese Education Bulletin n5. Malaysia: Dong Zong.
http://www.dongzong.org.my/ebook/hjii5/mobile/index.html.

Chuah, Siew Eng, ed. 2020. Analysis Report of the Pakatan Harapan's 22 Months and
Perikatan Nasional’s First 100 Days 2020. Malaysia: Pusat Komas. https://komas.org/
download/CSO-analysis-report-Final-printing-copy.pdf.

de Vreese, Claes, and Hajo Boomgaarden. 2003. “Valenced news frames and public sup-
port for the EU” Communication 28 (4): 361—-381.

Dong Zong. 2018. Value & Achievements of the UEC—Q&A. Malaysia: Dong Zong. https://
www.dongzong.my/resource/images/doc/uec/UEC-BI-2018.pdf.

Entman, Robert Mathew. 1993. “Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured paradigm.”

Journal of Communication 43 (4): 51-58.

Entman, Robert Mathew. 2003. “Cascading Activation: Contesting the White House’s
Frame After 9/11.” Political Communication 20 (4): 415—432.

Graber, Doris. 2001. Processing politics: learning from television in the internet age. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press.

Gronemeyer, Maria Elena, and William Porath. 2017. “Framing political news in the
Chilean press: The persistence of the conflict frame.” International Journal of Com-
munication 11: 2940—2963.

Harrison, Sarah, Alexandra Macmillan, and Chris Rudd. (2020). “Framing climate
change and health: New Zealand’s online news media.” Health promotion interna-
tional 35 (6): 1320-1330.

Hiebert, Ray Eldon. 2003. “Public relations and propaganda in framing the Iraq war: A
preliminary review.” Public Relations Review 29 (3): 243—255.

MANUSYA: JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES 25 (2022) 1-22


https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15356257
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15356257
http://www.dongzong.org.my/ebook/hj115/mobile/index.html
https://komas.org/download/CSO-analysis-report-Final-printing-copy.pdf
https://komas.org/download/CSO-analysis-report-Final-printing-copy.pdf
https://www.dongzong.my/resource/images/doc/uec/
https://www.dongzong.my/resource/images/doc/uec/
UEC
-BI-2018.pdf

20 LAM ET AL.

Hodges, Adam. 2018. “A theory of propaganda for the social media age.” American
Anthropolical Association 59 (2):149-152.

Hong, Woan Ying, ed. 2018. Chinese Education Bulletin 105. Malaysia: Dong Zong.
https://www.dongzong.my/infobook/book/hjios.pdf.

Huang, Der-Hsiang, and Lee-Min Wei. 2018. “Development and Challenges of Inde-
pendent High Schools in Malaysia.” Journal of Education Research 291: 97—108.

Hurtikova, Hana. 2017. “The Importance of Valence-Framing in the Process of Political
Communication: Effects on the Formation of Political Attitudes among Viewers of
Television News in the Czech Republic.” Media Studies 8 (15): 72—91.

Ignatius, Dennis. 2018. “National unity or Malay supremacy?” Accessed August 8, 2020.
https://dennisignatius.com/2018/07/31/national-unity-or-malay-supremacy/.

Iyengar, Shanto. 1991. Is Anyone Responsible? Chicago: Chicago University Press.

Kee, Chang Peng, Musa Abu Hassan, and Fauziah Ahmad. 2012. “Framing the con-
temporary education issue: Analysis of news stories from selected Malaysian daily
newspapers.” Pertanika 20 (2): 455-474.

Koshy, Shaila, ed. 2020. Watching the Watchdog 2.0’Report on the Malaysian Media Cov-
erage of GE14. Malaysia: cscc/School of Media, Languages and Cultures. https://
www.nottingham.edu.my/Media-Languages/documents/WtW/WtW2-Sept202o0.
pdf.

Kua, Kia Soong. 2002. Malaysian critical issues. Petaling Jaya: SIRD.

Kua, Kia Soong. 2010. The patriot game: Writings on the Malaysian wall. Kuala Lumpur:
Oriengroup.

Kua, Kia Soong. 2018a. “UEC Recognition: Reneging on PH Election Promise is Pat-
ent Dishonesty.” SUARAM, July 16, 2018. https://www.suaram.net/2018/07/16/uec-
recognition-reneging-on-ph-election-promise-is-patent-dishonesty/?__cf chl_jschl_
tk__=pmd_673d383d9g91bbgd4722e4aadi6cecideqod437e€0-1628825113-0-gqNtZG-
zNAjijenBszQji.

Kua, Kia Soong. 2018b. “Why pussyfoot over UEC recognition?” The Sun Daily, August 2,
2018.  https://www.thesundaily.my/archive/why-pussyfoot-over-uec-recognition-
HUARCH568766.

Li, Hai Zhou. 2019. “Continue Discussing the Recognition of UEC.” Nandazhan, July 31,
2019. http://www.nandazhan.com/zg/htongkao.htm.

Ng, Miew Luan, and Lee Yuen Beng. 2018. “Malaysian Chinese Language Newspapers
and National Identity: A Study of Roles of Sin Chew Daily in Chinese Cultural Pres-
ervation and Nation Building.” Kajian Malaysia 36 (1): 63-103.

Ramli, Mohd Anuar, Muhammad Izzul Syahmi Zulkepli, Rahimin Affandi Abdul
Rahim, Muhd. Imran Abd. Razak, Mohamad Naqib Hamdan, and Syamsul Azizul
Marinsah. 2018. “Isu-isu sensitif dalam masyarakat majmuk di Malaysia pasca Pili-
hanraya Umum (PRU14): Aplikasi pendekatan kesederhanaan.” In Penyelidikan ser-
antau Islam dan alam Melayu: pendidikan, kewangan, kehartaan kenegaraan dan

MANUSYA: JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES 25 (2022) 1-22


https://www.dongzong.my/infobook/book/hj105.pdf
https://dennisignatius.com/2018/07/31/national-unity-or-malay-supremacy/
https://www.nottingham.edu.my/Media-Languages/documents/WtW/WtW2-Sept2020.pdf
https://www.nottingham.edu.my/Media-Languages/documents/WtW/WtW2-Sept2020.pdf
https://www.nottingham.edu.my/Media-Languages/documents/WtW/WtW2-Sept2020.pdf
https://www.suaram.net/2018/07/16/uec-recognition-reneging-on-ph-election-promise-is-patent-dishonesty/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_673d383d991bb9d4722e4aad16cec1de40d437e0-1628825113-0-gqNtZGzNAjijcnBszQji
https://www.suaram.net/2018/07/16/uec-recognition-reneging-on-ph-election-promise-is-patent-dishonesty/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_673d383d991bb9d4722e4aad16cec1de40d437e0-1628825113-0-gqNtZGzNAjijcnBszQji
https://www.suaram.net/2018/07/16/uec-recognition-reneging-on-ph-election-promise-is-patent-dishonesty/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_673d383d991bb9d4722e4aad16cec1de40d437e0-1628825113-0-gqNtZGzNAjijcnBszQji
https://www.suaram.net/2018/07/16/uec-recognition-reneging-on-ph-election-promise-is-patent-dishonesty/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_673d383d991bb9d4722e4aad16cec1de40d437e0-1628825113-0-gqNtZGzNAjijcnBszQji
https://www.thesundaily.my/archive/why-pussyfoot-over-uec-recognition-HUARCH568766
https://www.thesundaily.my/archive/why-pussyfoot-over-uec-recognition-HUARCH568766
http://www.nandazhan.com/zg/htongkao.htm

FRAMING OF THE UNIFIED EXAMINATION CERTIFICATE 21

isu kontemporari, edited by Mohd. Roslan Mohd. Nor, Khadher Ahmad and Mohd.
Yakub @ Zulkifli Mohd. Yusoff, 1-12. Kuala Lumpur: Universiti Malaya.

Ramli, Mohd Izzuddin. 2019. “Breaking Old Habits is Vital for Malaysia’s Mainstream
Newspapers.” Penang Institute Publication: 2—7.

Segawa, Noriyuki. 2013. “Ethnic politics in Malaysia: Prospects for national integration.”
Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 19 (2): 210—-232.

Semetko, Holli A., and Patti M. Valkenburg. 2000. “Framing European politics: A con-
tent analysis of press and television news.” Journal of communication 50 (2): 93-109.

Smith, Lauren Reichart, and Ann Pegoraro. 2020. “Media framing of Larry Nassar and
the USA Gymnastics child sex abuse scandal”” Journal of child sexual abuse 29 (4):
373-392.

Steppat, Desiree, Laia Castro Herrero, and Frank Esser. 2021. “Selective exposure in dif-
ferent political information environments-How media fragmentation and polariza-
tion shape congruent news use.” European Journal of Communication: 1—21.

Talib, Kartini Aboo, and Suraiya Ishak. 2020. “Penerimaan dan Penolakan International
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD)
dalam Kalangan Masyarakat Melayu dan Bumiputera di Malaysia.” Islamiyyat 41 (2):
81-91.

Wen, Ong Sheau, Thediwa Samuel Chibundu, and Siah Poh Chua. 2020. “The ongoing
debate on Chinese primary education: A framing analysis of Malaysian newspa-
pers.” Asia Pacific Media Educator 30 (1): 9—27.

Wennermark, Susan. 2013. “Did Print Media’s Coverage of White-Collar Crime Change
After the ‘Bernie Madoff Scandal'?” Honors Projects Overview 77:1—43.

Wok, Saodah, and Shafizan Mohamed. 2017. “Internet and social media in Malaysia:
Development, challenges and potentials.” In The Evolution of Media Communica-
tion, edited by Beatriz Pefia-Acuiia, 45—64. Croatia: Intech.

Wong, Kok Keong. 2004. “Asian-based development journalism and political elec-
tions.” Gazette 66 (1): 25—-40.

Yaakub, Mohammad Tawfik. 2021. “The Battle of Three Political Regimes in Malaysia
Prior and Post GE 14th: An Analysis of Barisan Nasional, Pakatan Harapan & the
Formation of Perikatan Nasional (PN).” International Journal of Politics, Publics Pol-
icy and Social Works 3 (8): 29—38.

Yang, Lai Fong, and Antoon De Rycker. 2017. “From theft to racist brawl: The framing
of Low Yat incident by Malaysian newspapers.” Asian Journal of Communication 27
(6): 631-647.

Yang, Lai Fong, and Md. Sidin Ahmad Ishak. 2012. “Framing controversy over language
policy in Malaysia: The coverage of PPSMI reversal (teaching of mathematics and
science in English) by Malaysian newspapers.” Asian Journal of Communication 22

(5): 449-473.

MANUSYA: JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES 25 (2022) 1-22



22 LAM ET AL.

Yang, Lai Fong, and Md. Sidin Ahmad Ishak. 2015. “Gatekeeping in the coverage of
interethnic conflicts: An analysis of mainstream and alternative newspapers in
Malaysia.” SEARCH 7 (1): 23—51.

Yang, Lai Fong, and Md. Sidin Ahmad Ishak. 2016. “Framing inter-religious dispute: a
comparative analysis of Chinese-, English-, and Malay-language newspapers in Pen-
insular Malaysia.” Chinese Journal of Communication 9(2): 103—123.

Zhang, Yuan, and Yan Jin. 2017. “Thematic and episodic framing of depression: How
Chinese and American newspapers framed a major public health threat.” Athens
Journal of Mass Media and Communications 3 (2): 91-106.

Zoller, Heather M., and Diana Casteel. 2021. “# March for Our Lives: Health Activism,
Diagnostic Framing, Gun Control, and the Gun Industry.” Health Communication:

1-11.

MANUSYA: JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES 25 (2022) 1-22



