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ITis heartening that Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad has
said "the retirenment age for civil servants will eventually be raised to
sixty years" (NST, May 5). The existing privilege of working beyond 55 is
enjoyed by a few, nanmely the Superscal e G oup, especially directors-
general, secretaries-general, specialist teachers and | awers, as

report ed.

VWhile the term"civil servant” may be a m snoner, and i ndeed need to be
redefined to distinguish a nore privileged "few' fromthe general "mass";
the termitself seens not to stick well with sone professions, especially
for academ cians, for a number of reasons.

First, a continuous formal |earning process to keep up with science and
t echnol ogy devel opnent and gl obal societal change, and to nmake anmendnents
to curriculumoutcones of |earning at schools and universities is of the
greatest challenge at present. The probl emof keeping up with the | earning
process at higher levels is the burden of the academ ci ans, the "thought
| eaders" of society.

And this "higher challenge" is ageless and tineless. To crank this
process to a dead stop at 55 years, or a little nore, is to scuttle the
continuous | earning node of universities as centres of acadenic
excel | ence.

Even Al - Azhar, Oxford and Canbridge grew i nto proninence for hundreds of
years. Thus, academ a, and what it professes to nmean, is agel ess and not
ti me- bound.

Secondly, it is universally accepted that universities are invested with
a nmssion to effect changes to growth in the social, cultural and economc
spheres of society. The potential, the energies, political/institutiona
supports and financi al whereabouts are to be used strategically to
engi neer |l ong-1asting benefits.

The need to understand, to plan and to effectuate new | earni ng out cones
is a task only vaguely understood by the nmajority of decision nakers. Thus
academ ci ans, are given the task to be "m ssionaries” too, no natter how
probl ematic the circunstances nay be.

Thus to attract the brains to this somewhat bel eaguered profession with
an effective package of remnuneration woul d be nation-buil di ng.

The third argunent is that any progressive soci ety needs to understand
|l earning is "serious business”; not a viable profitable business in the
short run but a long termnation-building desirability.

Li ke an individual that works and grows professionally, organisations
and society itself need to understand that skills, know edge and
capabilities demand change and fi nancial investnent of a sustained ki nd.

In nore "l earning" societies |ike the United Kingdom Europe and the
United States, a decade ago sonething like "Accreditation for Prior
Learni ng" (APL) was i ntroduced.

Under this assunption, every economically active person has sufficient
|l earning ability afforded by on-the-job experience to contribute
effectively to their enpl oyers and organi sations if given sufficient
chance.

APL is a tool, a format and portfolio whereby records of val uabl e
| earni ng experience is asked of the worker so that he or she is
“evaluated' on the nerit of his or her own experience when considering
pronotion, job transfer or retraining.



The key words here are "experiential learning". It is nore reliable and
nmore effective than the current standard norm of preparing curricul um
vitae or job profiles. In other words, the |longer the work experience a
person has the nore points to be given to themwhen retraini ng exercises
are carried out.

In their haste to get things done, organisations sel domcone cl ose
enough to gather and di scuss seriously how the experience and met hod of
work is put to use by their workers. Wat is inmportant is their
accumul ated "experiential learning". A mature worker is better than a
green horn. Age and experience need not be a mnus point at all

In academ a (with sufficient productivity), a person above fifty needs
to be considered for a professorship considering the efforts and
experience of over 25 years. Thus to retire a professor early is to cut
one's nose to spite the face.

Many research and academ c programes (Masters and PhD) are generally
sustai ned through the nmentor and opi nion | eadershi p of seni or nenbers of
the profession. There is indeed this hierarchy of ability and of
intellectual |eadership that is to be recogni sed and rewarded accordingly,
so that confusion and politics do not hog | ong-term academni c progranmes.

Architects, conservationists, historians, tourismpronoters, urban and
econom ¢ pl anners have | ong been insistent about the | ack of appreciation
of the nation-building heritage, our |ack of expertise in packagi ng our
own soci o-cultural products to the outside world. On our doorstep, in the
uni versities, our |ack of appreciation for the intellectual heritage, of
our nation is disnmally nmanifested daily.

Environnental scientists |ike to postulate that if we care to upgrade
our physical infrastructure and facilities to a point where lecturers fee
that greater sense of pride and Iove for learning within our universities,
then the greater m ssion of upgradi ng our know edge heritage will be kept
agl ow for a thousand years.

This is a sinple, honegrown secret so that bright young nmen and wonen
and tal ent can bring back academ c success to the universities. Wat gl ows
nowadays is the corporate offices, technol ogy parks and ot her narketpl ace
attractions.

Long gone are the vibrant crowds that acconpani ed di sti ngui shed
| ectures. What is left in today's cromd are silent bearers, uncritica
| earners and timd questioners, who barely understand what they are
heari ng.

A progressive learning society that is |ooking for a quantum| eap to get
that conpetitive edge in the global market place needs to | ook nore to the
uni versities and their potential.
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