16/ 08/ 2001
Only the best for her

Ant hea De Lima

FOR Prof essor Datuk Dr Sharifah Hapsah Shahabudin, the neasure of success
is when she is on par with her peers and col |l eagues in the sane field

t hroughout the world. "Until and unless you have attai ned that status, you
will drive yourself to excel,"” she said.

In Dr Sharifah Hapsah's case, the field is nedical education and hi gher
educati on managenment and devel opment.

Presently professor and director at Universiti Kebangsaan Mal aysia's
Centre for Acaden c Devel opnent, she said that her neasure of success is
international recognition in the formof invitations to be a consultant
for international-level projects or a speaker at neetings or conferences.

"I amquite happy with my international standing. In fact, sometines
feel | amnore known for ny expertise and know edge outside the country as
| amoften invited to beconme a panel nenber for nmany projects for the
United Nations, United Nations Devel opment Progranme and World Heal th
Organi sation," she said.

One of her recent stints for WHO saw her assum ng a two-nonth
consul tancy in human resource devel opnent at the WHO office for the
Western Pacific in Manila, the Philippines. She helped to lay the
framework for open and di stance continuing learning for health
professionals in the regi on and devel oped a stategic plan for inproving
the quality of nedical education in nmenmber countries.

Al t hough she first trained as a doctor, her interest was to change early
inlife. "One is often faced with crossroads at several junctures of one's
life. It is at this tine that you nmake deci si ons that may change your
life. | believe that once you have nade that decision, you nust do your
best to pursue your goals and that is how !l canme to the field of teaching
and research,"” she said.

After practising as a doctor for several years, she went on to do her
master's in health personnel education and | ater, a doctorate in nedicine.
"I wanted to work in an area where | could | ook at how doctors could | earn
to i nprove thensel ves and what the ideal facilities and environment were
in order to give themthe best avenue to continue their |earning process.
| believe this is what the k-econony is all about,"” she said, adding that
this was al so her way of inproving herself professionally.

Describing herself as a "teacher"” with 26 years' experience, her present
position sees her devel oping all aspects of education. She is responsible
for the strategic planning and devel opnent of the university, helps to
restructure the faculties and is involved in the orientation and training
of young academics in the university.

"When young academ cs cone in, we have to make them understand the
aspirations of the university. W have to try to deterni ne where they see
thensel ves in the future and what they hope to do, that they understand
the pitfalls and so forth," she said.

The centre al so | ooks into the nmanagement and pl anni ng of hi gher
education in order to contribute towards nation-building. Because quality
assurance is inmportant, it has al so devel oped quality procedures for
audi ting acadeni ¢ programes at the university and has conducted academ c
audits on all faculties. "These are the areas that are occupying ny tine
as | get older," she said.

Wil e her work may be stressful, Dr Sharifah Hapsah said she has
"mell owed” with tinme. "In fact, | wish | could organi se courses on stress



managenent. Age seens to help you to deal with things better. | have
becone | ess snappy, perhaps because | have | earnt that you have to wait
for people to catch up with you. If you bear in mnd that different people
may approach their work in a way that is not sinmlar to yours, it becones
| ess stressful. Wiile | have always found it difficult to tolerate people
who cannot neet deadlines, | have learnt to give people a little nore

| eeway, " she said.

"I don't think that wonen deserve the |abel of being tyrants as bosses.
| believe in being nice but that does not nean | accept | ackadai si cal
attitudes. | have had staff work with me for many years. My secretary has
been with ne for 21 years and the people who work for ne generally stay.
They usually leave only if they have been pronoted and if this is the
case, | encourage themto head for greener pastures even if it means
have | ost a val uabl e worker," she said.

But she was quick to point out that |earning tolerance does not nean she
is a pushover as a boss. "I do not suffer fools lightly. | reprimnd
peopl e who need disciplinary action because | do not believe that
transferring themsolves the problem Wen | have a problemw th sormeone,
| face it squarely," she said.

A natural question for all wonmen who have made a success of their
careers is to ask if they have been faced with obstacles in their clinb to
the top. "I don't think the area of professional conpetence is a gender
i ssue. The probl emsurfaces when there is an opening for a job. Wile it
may not al ways be gender-rel ated, there are sone snmall mnds that cannot
associ ate positions of power with wonen," she said.

Despite this, Dr Sharifah Hapsah believes that wonmen have nmade great
strides in the area of professional devel opnent. She says that we owe our
easier path to our predecessors who paved the way for us. "W nust never
forget that our nothers fought for us. It is because of themthat we have
equal pay and the sanme opportunities as our mal e coll eagues. A lot of
peopl e do not know this and see these advances as their birthright.
Because of this, they do not see the big picture and progress will stop
here," she said.

She added that we nmust continue to question the status quo. "As John F.
Kennedy said in his inaugral address, 'Ask not what your country can do
for you but what you can do for your country'. This applies to wonen as
wel | ."

Dr Sharifah Hapsah has several role nodels, anong them Prinme M nister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad. "I especially admire his vision, single-

m ndedness and discipline in work," she said.

"The advice | hope to inpart to wonen professionally is that they should
not regret the decisions they have nade. A | ot of people want to work in
“glanprous' jobs and regret the fact that they have chosen one that is far
fromit. | believe that it is up to you to nmake your |ine of work
glanorous. | also feel that it is inmportant that you define your own niche
and do your best to be good at it," she said.

A not her of two children, aged 24 and 22, she said it was inportant that
worren made tinme for their fanmilies. "Comruni cati on and under st andi ng nust
be nurtured. Your children have ninds of their own and you cannot nake
themli ke you. You nust do your best to make them and your spouse happy."

She al so believes that wormen shoul d becone active in other areas to
devel op as wel | -rounded peopl e. Her involvenent in many associ ations,
anong themthe National Council of Wnen's O ganisations (of which she has
been deputy president since 1982) and the National Advisory Council for
the Integration of Winen in Devel opnent, has been beneficial to her own
personal devel opnent.

"I first becanme involved in a very small way but through the years



have | earnt that even the snallest contributions nean a |ot. You may never
realise your full potential if you never nake an attenpt to contribute to
di fferent causes.

"You al so stand to gain a repertoire of skills that you may never have
learnt if you had stayed away. | see involvenent in groups |like this as a
Wi n-win situation,” she said, describing her involvement with NOWD as
exhil arating.

However, she said that while one nmust do one's best to excel in life,
one should always do it in the best possible way. "Al ways have faith in
God and do good to people. That is my philosophy inlife."

* The witer can be reached at ant hea@stp.com ny
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