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Uni versities a place to study, not partake in politics, denmpnstrations

Ashraf Abdul I ah

WHEN openi ng Universiti Ml aysia Sabah's main canpus in Kota Ki nabal u on
Tuesday, Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohamad expressed regret that nmany

bum putera university students, susceptible to the influences of politica
groups and anti - Government proponents, were engrossed in political
activities and performed poorly in their studies.

There was a tone of profound sadness in the Prime Mnister's speech,
presumabl y conmpounded by the fear that a cardi nal objective of the New
Econom c Policy - to ensure that bum puteras could conpete with the others
in the area of education - nmay be defeated

Dr Mahathir's assertion that the pass rate of bum putera students was
di sappoi nting, despite the fact that 60 per cent of places in |ocal
uni versities are taken up by them raises a point to ponder.

These students, he said, expected the Governnent not only to provide
them pl aces at |ocal universities, but also schol arships, grants and | oans
to fund their education.

But instead of repaying the Government by concentrating on their studies
and passing with distinctions, sonme instead turned agai nst the Governnent.

I nfl uenced by those opposing the establishnent, they shifted their focus
and becane nore active in politics. Now nore interested in organising or
taking part in denmonstrations and rallies, they further negl ected their
studies and in the end, perforned poorly.

"They do not need university education to hold denonstrations and
protests. If they want to take part in such activities, they should give
up their places at the university to others who are really interested in
pursui ng their education,” Dr Mahathir said, adding that these students
were wasting public funds.

When t he post of Education Mnister was given to Tan Sri Musa Mohaned, a
career academcian, in a Cabinet reshuffle which followed the 1999 genera
el ection, Dr Mahathir explained that the nove was to depoliticise the
M nistry.

This is an unique departure fromthe Barisan Nasional's tradition.

Normal Iy, only senior menbers of the Cabinet are given the task of heading
the Education Mnistry, one of the nore inportant portfolio.

The fact that an academ ci an who has no experience in politics was nmade
Education M nister goes to show the inportance that the Prine Mnister has
pl aced on education. It is to ensure that education remains free from
political influences which may poison the minds of the younger ones - in
Dr Mahathir's own words - "the inheritors of the country's future".

But what is happening at universities these days rai ses the question of
whet her the mnistry has been successful.

Opposition parties continue to penetrate campuses in nysterious ways,
al though political activities at universities contravene the Universities
and University Col | eges Act.

A nunber of lecturers and students openly support the opposition. So
much so that the Prinme M nister remarked: "I amnot that popul ar at
universities, especially those in the peninsula. | amnot even welcone in
sone of them™

Dr Mahathir may have nade the remark in jest, but the point is,
political activities at universities have taken an upward trend.

The ministry nmust admit this and act accordingly, not sinply because the
students and | ecturers are supporting the opposition but because their



activities are blatantly illegal.

Why the ministry and the universities are slowin taking action agai nst
these students and |l ecturers, is nmind-boggling.

Students who receive schol arships and grants fromthe Government have no
busi ness taking part in political activities until they have graduated.
This is because the | arge amount of public funds allocated to provide
education to bum putera students woul d be wasted if they were to spend
their tine and energy on activities that have nothing to do with their
st udi es.

One solution calls for the universities to constantly nmonitor the
performances of these students. If they do below par in their first or
second year sinply because of their interest in only non-academn c rel ated
activities, these students should i medi ately be renoved to save public
funds.

There is no point in financing their entire course only to learn at the
end of the day that they cannot nmake the marks for a degree, or have
qualified only for a general degree - unacceptable in this case because
everyt hi ng has been provided for.

Gven the limted places at universities, students, especially
bum put eras nust acknow edge the fact that they have nade it to the
universities at the expense of others, sonme of whomare nore qualified
than they are

To maintain the standard of education at |ocal universities, the
mnistry must also tighten entry requirenents for all students -
buni put eras and non- buni puteras al i ke.

As it is, bum putera students have the inpression that they are
guaranteed a place at local universities even if they only scored nedi ocre
results in school -l evel exanminations like the Sijil Pelajaran Ml aysia and
Sijil Tinggi Persekol ahan Mal aysi a.

This, by itself, elininates the culture of conpetitiveness and the drive
to excel. Wien such an attitude is taken with them when they enter
universities, they tend to concentrate on other activities and negl ect
their studies.

On the ot her hand, non-buni putera students have buni putera and non-
bumi putera friends to conpete with. They are often remnmi nded, even from
primary school days, that they can only find a place at the universities
if they scored excellent results.

The spirit of conpetitiveness which is instilled upon themfrom young,
hel ps the non-bum puteras achi eve excellent results when they make it to
the institutions of higher learning. In other words, the disparity between
the bum puteras and t he non-bum puteras whi ch the NEP sought to narrow,
continues to exist at least in terns of perfornmance.

Bum put era students nust discard the notion that the Government is
conpell ed to provide themw th everything.

As such a nentality does not augur well for the future of the students
and the country in general, it may be tinme for the mnistry to think
agai n.

( END)
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