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MALAYSI ANS have seen what can happen when racial tolerance is stretched to
breaking point in a nulti-ethnic society.

Whet her it occurs in places too far away to be of any consequence or in
our own nei ghbourhood, the results are the same - disastrous. And it
rarely takes overnight for the situation to nend.

Mal aysi ans, of various racial backgrounds, enjoy a rel atively harnoni ous
exi stence.

But, the Governnent has realised, nmore can and shoul d be done to
strengthen ties. H story, and recent events, has denonstrated that this is
necessary, if not absolutely vital to ensure the nation's continued
stability.

Much has been said of racial polarisation in the country's institutions
of higher learning. Steps taken by the respective universities to counter
this have, to a certain extent, been successful although the problemis
far fromresol ved

But now, it appears that a simlar problemexists further down the
educati on system

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad recently said the
education system has not been able to achieve the desired results where
national integration was concerned.

He added that the Governnent woul d study the weaknesses in the education
system which had resulted in sone parents not sending their children to
nati onal school s.

The Prime M nister spoke of the fear sone non- Ml ay parents have of
sending their children to national schools. The perception is that these
school s focus too nmuch on religion and practise inferior disciplining
nmet hods.

Education M nister Tan Sri Miusa Mohanmad had acknow edged this earlier.
He said national schools were becom ng "increasingly Ml ay".

Somre 88 per cent of Chinese primary students go to Chi nese schools.

"If we go on like this, children of different races will be going their
separate ways at primary level and it will be difficult to bring them
toget her later

"They are trained at six or seven years of age to separate. \Wien they
| ater come together at secondary school, they tend to segregate
t hensel ves. ™

VWich is why he feels it is inportant to go ahead with the Vision Schoo
project "no matter what".

The project, which will see national and national -type schools sharing
the sane conmpound, has been net with strenuous opposition from Chi nese
educati on associ ati ons al though the construction of schools under the
pi l ot project has begun

Why are Chinese students, especially, distancing thenselves from
nati onal school s? What are the weaknesses in the current school system
causi ng these students to opt for national -type school s?

Wul d a single stream schooling system as proposed by sonme, help foster
greater racial unity? And if not, what coul d?

Educat i oni sts observe that Chinese parents are becomni ng nore confortable
wi th national -type schools. However, not all feel that religion and
discipline are the reasons driving parents to send their children
el sewhere.



The problens in the national school system they feel, are manifold; and
a revanp is necessary to help parents regain their confidence in the
school s, and bring about a nore harnoni ous interaction anong the races.

Nati onal Uni on of Teachi ng Profession secretary-general N Siva
Subramaniam feels a public inquiry is necessary to find out what the
people really want fromthe educati on system

"We hear so much tal k about national schools and national -type school s.
Sone say there shoul d be a single stream schooling systemto help foster
racial unity.

"But national -type schools are not the problem Chinese parents, for
i nstance, are choosing to send their children to Chi nese school s because
they feel they can offer students somnething national schools cannot."”

The excel | ence denonstrated by Chinese schools is acknow edged by Kol gj
Darmansara Utama director of studies Dr Gan Siowck Lee.

"Chi nese school s excel because they have a tradition which is closely
I i nked to Confuciani sm which enphasi ses discipline."

Mal aysi an Engl i sh Language Teachers' Associ ation president Dr Hyacinth
Gaudart says even non-Chi nese parents send their children to Chinese
school s because of the quality of education offered by them

How can national schools achieve a sinmlar plane of excellence? The
answer, Siva says, is to address the current weaknesses in the system

"The only way to do this is to find out fromthe people what they want.
The peopl e nust subnmit proposals on how the systemcan be revanped."

Soci al activist Datuk Lee Lam Thye agrees. He wants a conmi ssion to be
established to determ ne how t he educati on system can be reforned. "I nput
shoul d be gl eaned from Gover nnment agenci es, non-gover nnent al
organi sati ons, educators and parents."

Lee, however, believes the current education systemshould remain as it
is. This means national and national -type schools shoul d be retained.

"However, nore programes nmust be formulated to bring about interaction
anong students. "

He stresses that teachers nmust also play their role and hel p pronote
i nteraction anong students of different races.

O her educationists hint at the prevailing problens in the nationa
school system - stunbling bl ocks that enconpass nore than just those
related to discipline or religion - and ways to rectify them

Former Education Mnistry principal assistant director of resource
centres (Education Technol ogy) Rita Vias says that apart from addressing
the i nherent weaknesses in the system the Governnent nust realise that
raci al harnony is "caught nore than taught".

By this, Vias believes that if adults in schools and at home make
differences in race, children will do the sane.

"Inter-racial harnmony is reflected within the ethos of the school which
is created and fostered by the school principal and the teachers," she
says, adding that it is also a responsibility which should be shoul dered
by parents, particularly through parent-teacher associa-tions.

An ideal ethos would enbrace the concept of inter-racial harnony as the
"acceptance of the individual on his own nmerit and not for what his race
is".

An educationist for 28 years, Vias recommends that a review of the
education systeml ook at how "inter-racially harnoni ous" the behavi our of
teachers at school is.

A related aspect to be considered is the reward of students.

"Rewar di ng students according to nerit rather than other criteria wll
reduce di sharnmony," she said, citing as exanples, the selection of schoo
prefects and ot her student represen-tatives.
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dean Professor Datuk Dr |brahi m Ahmad Bajunid offers his suggestion on how
the current school system can be inproved.

"It is a sinple yet conplex matter where policy alone is not the
solution.”

He proposes that national schools be made nore attractive by nodel ling
themafter the prem er schools of yesteryear such as Ml ay Col | ege Kual a
Kangsar, Malay Grls' College, Penang Free School and Victoria
Institution.

"These were schools with strong traditions and have successfully created
al | -rounded i ndi vi dual s.

"Their reputation was so great that even Malays did not hesitate to send
their children there despite having m ssionaries as principals.”

In its paper calling for a revamp of the education system submtted to
the Education Mnister |last year, the NUTP called for a re-1ook at
nm ndset s.

Singling out the exam nation system the union says such a results-
oriented system has produced a culture of acadeni c excellence, but at a
price.

Such a systemhas killed the joy of |earning anong students who "mnug
wel | but throw their books out the wi ndow once exami nations are over".

Anmong t he reconmendati ons made for the revanp are:

* |Introduci ng project work as a neans of facilitating research and
individual inquiry _ in essence, "a new formof |earning";

* Maki ng school hours shorter to enable the process of |earning to be
nmor e producti ve;

* Getting school principals to adapt to change particularly by allow ng
their teachers nore creative freedom and;

* Produci ng teachers who are prepared for students who rai se questions
and express differing views.

Over and above such recomrendati ons, the union called for new nethods of
teachi ng and | earni ng through the medi umof information technol ogy.

One way of ensuring this is to nake it a policy for every two students
to be provided with a conmputer and for every teacher to be equi pped with
one.

The path towards eradicating all weaknesses in the systemw ||l be one
fraught with many obstacles. But it will be well worth the effort.
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