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Abstract 
This study is to find out the development of missionary schools in Sarawak during the years 
from 1840-1960. Qualitative method is used to analyse the primary sources of various 
documents pertaining to the few missionary schools found in major towns around Sarawak. 
Among the main aspects studied are the development of basic education  in the primary and 
secondary missionary schools in Sarawak starting from the Brooke era in the 1840s to the 
British Colonial Administration in the 1960s, the Church’s role in thedevelopment of 
missionary schools in Sarawak, the administration and management of missionary schools, 
and the financial management of missionary schools in developing infrastructure and the 
edification of education in Sarawak. All the data obtained were narratived into a meaningful 
source of history. This study is of utmost importance to further increase our understandings 
in the uniqueness of missionary schools that had contributed to development of education in 
Sarawak. 
Keywords: Education, Brooke Dynasty, British Colonial, Missionary 
 
Introduction 
Education is a very important platform in the development of a civilised society. But the 
acceptance of the Sarawakian native society towards education during the Brooke 
Administration era weren’t very encouraging until the arrival of missionaries with their 
mission to bring ‘civility’ with their active Christian propagation among the local populace. 
James Brooke’s openess enabled the missionaries to open early educational centres without 
any regulations or restrictions. This was due to their concept of bringing civilisation to the 
native people which was regarded by the misssionaries as a golden opportunity to spread 
Christianity via the school system. This can be seen throughout the 27 years of James Brooke’s 
rule, he wasn’t serious in anyway to provide early education to his native Sarawak subjects. 
This was because he did not build any government schools for the native Sarawak people. 
This clearly demonstrated that James Brooke adopted an open policy and did not encouraged 
any education for the native people (Pringle, 1970). Nevertheless, he very much encouraged 
and supported the establishment of schools operated by Christian missionary bodies such as 
by the Anglicans with the hope to eliminate the Dayak’s traditional beliefs in animism such as 
the worshipping of spirits, souls and ghosts  (Currey, 1933). Furthermore, he was also 
convinced that the non Muslim natives could only be made civilised by the propagation of the 
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Christian religion. James Brooke had then handed over the tasks to the Christian Missionaries 
to provide a formal education and to convert the people of Sarawak to Christianity. This was 
done with the goal to discipline and change the lifestyle of the natives which was viewed as 
wild (Idrus, 1990). Therefore in order to achieve their mission to convert the natives to 
Christianity, the Brooke Dynasty had utilised various methods for the natives to receive the 
Christian religion on their own free will. 
 
 As for the local populace who were Muslims, James Brooke had never ever interfered 
or intervened in their cultures because he respected and valued the support given to him by 
the Sarawak Malay leaders who had helped him in obtaining Sarawak from the Malay lords 
(Runciman, 1960)  During James Brooke’s rule, traditional ecucation was available for the 
Muslim populace such as religious recitals at suraus and at the houses of Muslim religious 
teachers namely hajis and lebais. But then the condition of those ‘schools’ weren’t so 
stimulating and eventually had to be handed over to private schools often ran by Christian 
missionaries. As a matter of fact, the attitude or the mentality of the Malays then became an 
important factor in determining the development of missionary schools because of the Malay 
views of Western education as secular and could erode traditional education along with their 
religious characteristics which were taught at home or at suraus. In fact after the closure of a 
few Malay schools occured, some missionary organizations had taken over those schools and 
that contributed to the increase in number of missionary schools. On the other hand, the 
Dayak community had a better realisation on knowledges and the job opportunities available 
to them within the Christian religion. (Varney, 1969).  In fact the curriculum system introduced 
by the missionary schools then was seen as relevant with their surroundings and living culture. 
Under the missionary organizations, the educational system was seen as more organised and 
systematic. However many of the Christian educational schools at the early stages were 
concentrated in the interior areas and not at the coastal areas of Sarawak. 
 
 In fact throughout the whole period of the Brooke Administration era until the British 
Administration, the development of missionary schools were constantly given priority in the 
aspects of physical developments and financial fundings. Even during the post World War Two 
era, the intensity of the British in furthering the mission schools and intensifying their 
proselytizing activities among the populace of Sarawak were evident. Based on the table 1, 
its clearly shows that the involvement of outsiders enabled the British to provide huge funds 
to upgrade missionary education resulting in an increased literacy rate among the people of 
Sarawak (Ooi, 1996). 
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Table 1: Sarawak Native Literacy Rate, 1947 

Ethnic 
Group 

Population 
(%) 

Illiterate 
(%) 

Recognise 
English 
Alphabets 
(Person) 

Recognise 
Other 
Languages 
Alphabets 
(Person) 

Literate 
Population 
(Person) 

Malay 17.9 85 1,433 11,077 12,510 

Melanau 6.5 91 336 2,258 2,594 

Iban 34.8 98 1,062 2,563 3,625 

Bidayuh 7.7 93 327 2,153 2,480 

Other 
Natives 

5.5 98 21 548 569 

Total 72.4  31,179 18,599 21,778 

Source: Ooi, 1996, p.104 
 
The History and Development of Education in Sarawak During The Brooke Dynasty 
Administration 
The development of formal education in Sarawak had actually begun when James Brooke 
specifically invited Christian missionaries of Anglican denomination from The Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel (SPG) which then landed in Kuching in 1848. On 28th June 1848, 
Francis Thomas McDougall and his wife Harritte together with his colleague Rev. William 
Bodman Wright and his wife had sailed along the Sarawak River and landed at Kuching. They 
then spread Christian teachings to the Second Division and then to the Fourth Division in 
1920. Next, in November 1950, McDougall had visited the Bidayuhs in Quop and they were 
found to be keen to embrace the Anglican Christian denomination (Saunders, 1992). Other 
than that, Rev. Chalmers had arrived in Quop  in 1858 and he opened a school which was 
named St. James. Rev. Chalmers mission was continued by Rev. Achhung Ah Luk and as a 
result St. James school had obtained an allocation of $1740. Rev. Chalmers had reported that 
there were twenty students which included a few females had studied in that school. 
(Seymour, 1939) 
 
 While during Charles Brooke’s rule, he had displayed a much clearer education policy 
compared to during James Brooke’s rule which was seen as open. This could be seen with the 
existence of  more government schools for Malay and Chinese children. However, the 
question of education for the Dayaks were still given to the Christian missionaries to handle. 
(Hammond, 1937).  In his writing titled Queries, Charles Brooke had shown his stand and 
policy on education in Sarawak. The writings clearly shown that he didn’t agree with the 
educational patterns as practised by the English and Dutch colonialists in South East Asia and 
Africa. He was of the opinion that the successful colonialists should be knowledgeable of the 
culture and languages of the natives. This policy had caused him to leave the question of 
education for the natives in the hands of private bodies such as the Christian missionaries and 
local leaders without giving any reasonable assistance. 
 
 The development of a comfortable missionary school was received by the non Muslim 
native population resulted in the emergence of another Christian missionary group in the 
form of The American Seventh Day Adventist (SDA). During the time of Vyner Brooke’s rule, a 
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grant of $2400 was given to the SDA missionaries to open a missionary school. The entry of 
SDA missionaries began after sixteen Chinese in Kuching made an application to the SDA 
church in Singapore for missionaries to be sent to Sarawak in 1914. Then in 1922, the SDA 
missionaries began early education at Gartak Street in Kuching with the opening of their first 
school named Tsen Kwong School. However in 1925, the school’s name was changed to Sunny 
Hill School. The increase in the number of students which consisted of Chinese, Iban and 
Malays and the capability to upgrade the school proved that the Christian propagation 
movement was able to bring development to the early education in Sarawak during the 
Brooke Dynasty rule. Other than that, the existence of SDA missionary school Ayer Manis 
located  in the rural area along the Kuching-Serian road and which was build using financial 
allocation by the Chinese had provided lots of  opportunities to the Bidayuh community in 
Serian district to learn agricultural skills training and getting available secular education. 
(Seymour, 1939) 
 

In general, we could see that the development of education during the Brooke Dynasty 
was very slow and not very exciting. This was similarly in Malaya too under the British colonial 
rule. This could’ve been due to the policy of solely depending on the efforts and contributions 
by the Christian missionaries. In addition, the local population too depended very much on 
their own traditional beliefs and this made difficult any changes from their old beliefs to a 
new belief ie. the Christian religion. The effect from it was that they also received secular 
education from the colonialists. 

 
The History and Development Of Education in Sarawak During the British Administration. 
The 17 years of British administration began in Sarawak from 1946 to 1963 saw many changes 
in every aspects of the local populations life including in the educational aspect. The Cession 
of Sarawak to the British Colonial Government which turned it into a Crown Colony from 1 
July 1946 saw the rehabilitation of schools under the British Military Administration (BMA). 
Later, the responsibility to rehabilitate schools was continued by the British Colonial 
Government with big changes made ie. the expanding of preaching activities and the 
provision of educational facilities after the War in rural areas which mainly made up of non 
Muslim native population (Idrus, 1990) In fact up until 1947, the number of English missionary 
schools had increased in their numbers and they were mainly located in the rural areas. (Idrus, 
1990)  Until the year 1963, there was a total of 67 secondary schools which provided 
educational facilities for the local children as a result from the efforts of missionary bodies 
and individuals apart from the government. (Sarawak Education Department Annual 
Summary, 1963). 
 
 The British and the missionaries had began their effort to reopen schools that were 
interrupted in their development due to the war. The results from this intervention by other 
parties such as the missionaries  and the demands of the public for education, the British were 
involved in providing educational facilities to the public in Sarawak. By the end of 1946, there 
was a total of 73 government schools, 30 missionary schools, three private schools and 173 
Chinese schools to provide educational facilities for the people in Sarawak. (Annual Report of 
Sarawak, 1947).  In the early 1950s, the colonial government together with the Christian 
missionaries made an effort to establish primary schools at a few Bidayuh settlement districts. 
The British claimed this was for preparing the people for eventual independence. This was due 
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to the British Colonialists wanting the Sarawak native people to be educated and are able to 
administer their own country (Minos, 2000). Therefore it’s clear that the increase in the 
missionary schools during the British colonial administration together with the positive roles 
played by the missionaries had successfully increased the literacy rates among the people of 
Sarawak (Ooi, 1996). During the British colonial era, there were many missionary schools 
established to provide education for the Sarawak native people. The Anglican Christian 
denomination were among the active mission in propagating Christianity besides providing 
educational facilities for the local population. In 1957, the Anglican mission at Kampung 
Panchor had also established Anglican All Saint School and subsequently the primary school 
at Kampung Rituh Mawang in 1961 (Chang, 2004). 
 
 After the Japanese invasion era, the awareness among parents towards the 
importance of education for their children further increased. In fact, the attendance of pupils 
in primary and secondary schools increased every year between 1946 to 1963. (Chang, 2004). 
The increase in the number of schools were also the result of vigorous effort by the 
missionaries in their preaching of Christianity while taking care of the Sarawak people’s 
welfare. The impact from the missionaries effort brought educational development not only 
to the urban areas but also to the rural areas in Sarawak. Until today, the former missionary 
schools are still being used even though the management of these schools are now taken over 
by the Sarawak Government.  
 
Conclusion 
The history of education in Sarawak had gone through three distinct era of rule namely The 
Brooke Dynasty era, The Japanese Occupation era and The British Colonial era. The 
educational policies of the three eras gave huge impact towards the development of 
missionary schools specifically in their mission of greatness in Sarawak. The open policy 
adopted from the early administration period opened up a large space for the missionaries 
with their religious mission resulting in the developing of structured and systematic 
missionary schools. In fact during the British Colonial Administration, the development of 
missionary schools continued to be a priority in bringing humanitarian mission for the local 
people. The glorious history of the missionary schools can be taken as the best benchmark for 
today’s local national schools in order to dignify the quality of education either in their aspect 
of administration and the efficiency in their financial management. Thus, it’s hope that each 
and every party would give their full support regardless of race or religion to always work 
together to increase the quality of education in Sarawak through thoughts, work ethics and 
quality management similar to the effort done and achieved by the missionary schools. 
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