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THE worry is real. Al npst everyone agrees that the relentl ess nmarch
towards industrialisation may falter in the near future |l argely because of
a lack of qualified people.

It surprises many foreigners that with a popul ati on of al nost 20
mllion, conpanies in Malaysia find it difficult to recruit a good
engi neer, a laboratory researcher, a chem st or just a scientist.

Enpl oyers find it easier to get an accountant, |awer, a banker or a
graphi c desi gner and they can even afford to be "picky", given the
nunbers.

They discover only a tiny stream of these science graduands trickles out
of the canpuses.

Besi de the fear of not being able to do well in science subjects,
students opt for the Arts because of better-paying jobs on the narket.

Uni versiti Ml aya Education Faculty's Dr John Aru Phillips, the head of
soci al sciences education departnent, said nmore students enter the Arts
st ream because that was where the better job offers were.

Newspaper advertisements are dom nated by enpl oyers | ooking for graphic
desi gners, accountants, sal es manager, nmarketing nmanager or public
rel ati ons consul tants.

"Not scientists. Students are just playing it safe by adapting to the
job market," Phillips said.

"The Arts streamallows nore flexibility as it is not as specialised.

"The students are qualified to do different occupations which do not
require a high degree of specialisation.

"Enpl oyers now resort to nore on-the-job training unlike an engi neering
or technical occupation which requires a solid foundation," he added.

The market trend today requires people skilled in occupations that
di spl ace themas far as the traditional nethod of stream ng goes.

For exanpl e, product designers or graphic designers do not have a pl ace
in the Science, Arts or Vocational streans.

Phillips argued that these peopl e needed both the Arts and the Sci ence
subj ects but were not allowed to get both which puts themat a
di sadvant age.

UM head of pedagogy and psychol ogy education Dr Suradi Salimsaid the
smal | nunber of students enrolling in the Science streamwas a recurring
trend of the early 1980s.

The Governnent then encouraged students to enrol in the Sciences.

After a few years, there was a glut of Science students and nmany were
j obl ess after graduati on.

Students were then encouraged to take up the Arts.

"W have to renenber that this was before Mal aysia was inspired to
beconme an industrialised nati on when our Prinme Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, announced Vi sion 2020 in 1990," Suradi said.

Now the trend of not taking Science subjects has started agai n anong
secondary students and everybody is worri ed.

What di scouraged the students is not unenpl oyment after graduation but
because job prospects for Science students are not transparent.

"An Applied Science student taking nmedicine, dentistry or engineering
has relatively transparent job prospects," said Suradi.

"But students going for pure Science degrees aspiring to beconme chem sts
or researchers do not see the career opportunities.



"Job prospects for students in the Arts stream Social Science or
Busi ness fields can see their career choices nore clearly.

"Most of these jobs are readily available and students are nore aware of
their exi stence.™

Suradi cited the exanple of an administrator, an Arts graduate, who
because of the nature of his job deals with the public nmuch of the tine.

So, everybody knows what an adm nistrator does but the job of a
scientist or a researcher is not clear.

There is, thus, less glamur in what scientists do.

Phillips added that the reputation of Science as difficult and expensive
al so deterred students.

"Many say they would rather spend that noney by investing in an
account ancy or business course," he said.

Anot her educationi st, Professor ChiamHeng Keng, with the UM education
faculty, said the Arts streamal l owed many to nmake | ots of fast noney.

"This is readily apparent in the business sector. Parents thensel ves
feel that there is not enough noney to be nade in the Sciences."

Chi am mused that there was al so not enough status gained frombeing a
nmere researcher or |aboratory assistant.

How do these educationists feel about the Government's efforts to
encourage nore students to take up Sci ence?

Suradi was optimstic but Phillips was skeptical. The forner suggested
t he Governnent organi sed nore vocati onal gui dance progranmes and
st rengt hen exi sti ng ones.

Car eer gui dance counsellors can informstudents of the job prospects.
"The nmedia also has a role to play in rekindling students' interest in
Sci ence by introduci ng Mal aysi an scientists and other innovators to them™

he sai d.

Phillips said a fewlocal universities were hit quite badly by the enpty
cl assroons in the Science faculties.

"Students just do not see the reason for joining the Science stream when
enpl oyers are | ooking for accountants, |awers or conputer analysts," he
sai d.

He said the definition of Arts and Science streans needs a drastic
change of definition.

"Qur school curriculumis too rigid, and needs to be redefined while
keeping in line with the current job market.

"The jobs which require creativity need to be kept in nmnd

"For exanple, the increasing inportance of journalismor broadcasting
needs to be explored,” said Phillips.

The current definition of an Arts or Science student al so needed to be
redefi ned, Philips added.

"What our school systemneeds is a nore general and |iberal education
where students are exposed to every possi bl e subject.”

The pressure on a child to decide at the age of 15 whether he wants to
be a doctor or a | awer is i nmense.

A child should be given the basic 11-year education and then allowed to
gai n exposure fromboth the Arts and the Sci ence subjects at the secondary
| evel

"Countries like the United States do not have stream ng and give
students a broad foundation where they take up all subjects fromchem stry
to fine arts.

"There is no reason why we cannot give our students the sane kind of
exposure and freedom"
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