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Shame on you, boys

Chok Suat Ling

ITS a bad tinme for nen in academ a. Not only are nmale students greatly
out numbered by their femal e counterparts in Ml aysian universities, it
seens Mal ay nal es are earning grades that are bad enough to arouse sone
serious concern.

According to statistics, a gender gap exists where university entry is
concerned. The ratio of female to nale students is 65:35. This nmeans
femal e students are outperformng the nmen at pre-university |evel.

Uni versity gatekeepers - the vice-chancellors - confirmthis trend
continues at tertiary |level.

The Governnment has been concerned enough to direct the Education
Mnistry to launch a study to deternine the reasons behind this
phenonenon. If allowed to persist, said Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad recently, it m ght have a negative inpact on society in
the | ong run.

Why does this situation exist? Is it a phase that the education system
i s going through? Are Mal ay wonen equi pped with better genes conpared to
their male counterparts? Are they nore disciplined? Less inclined to
politics? Eating nore nutritious food?

Educati oni sts and acadenics all have their own opinions on the matter.
And while the public wait for the results of the official study, their
vi ews serve as food for thought.

Wil e they may have dissinilar views on why the inbal ance occurs, al
agree fromthe outset that genes have nothing to do with it. Wich is in
line with what social scientists have surm sed, for they have | ong done
away with any kind of analysis which harbours genetics as the main
vari abl e of achi evenent.

For Prof Datuk Dr |brahi m Ahmad Baj unid, dean of the faculty of Socia
Sci ences and Humanities at Universiti Tun Abdul Razak, Malay girls are
nmore "academically intelligent” due to environmental and cultural factors.

"Grls, especially in Malay society, tend to be nore confined to their
homes. Their participation in co-curricular activities is limted, they
don't go to coffeeshops, and they don't stay out |ate.

"They tend to focus nore on studies as they don't spend their time on
other activities. Wiile this is also true for the other races, it is
particularly so in Malay society."

He points out that there are nore "don'ts" in Malay culture conpared to
others. "Don't do this, don't do that. By age 17, one woul d al ready have
conme across 300,000 don'ts," he says.

| brahi m says gender specific growh is another factor. Grls, he says,
because of the nature of famly socialisation, tend to take on nore
responsibilities. As a result, they mature faster than nen.

"Their readiness for learning is devel oped earlier. Boys are nore
pl ayful at the sane age."

| brahi m stresses, however, that he is speaking only of academc
intelligence. There are, he says, many ot her kinds of "intelligence", for
i nstance, interpersonal intelligence and linguistic intelligence.

"A boy who drops out and sells kueh may be | ess acadenically intelligent
but he may be interpersonally intelligent, nmeaning he can relate to people
better and is nore streetw se."

The good news, he adds, is that the situation can be turned around with
"correct notivational strategies" as the reasons for the inmbal ance have



nore to do with the environnment and culture, not nature.

Does he have a plan of action in mnd? "The one proposed by the Prine
M ni ster (abolishing the ethnic-based quota systemfor a specific period
of time) is good. Shock treatnent will definitely help. Those not
perform ng need this jolt to bring themout of their slunber.”

Uni versiti Malaya Hi story department honorary consul tant Prof Datuk Dr
Khoo Kay Kimagrees that mal e students have nore freedom and this causes
themto spend less tine on academ ¢ pursuits.

The freedom of Ml ay female students is further curbed by their male
peers.

"On canpus, the Malay nal e students watch their female counterparts to
make sure they behave or conformto certain behavourial traits. If they
feel the girls aren't behaving as they should be, they will report this to
the girls' parents. This al so happens anong t he | ndi an students but not
where the Chinese are concerned," he says.

Mal e students al so have nore freedomas it is getting easier to pass
exam nati ons nowadays.

"It is difficult to fail these days. Students, therefore, have anple
time on their hands for other pursuits," Khoo says.

He, however, stresses that the trend - fenmal es academ cal ly

outperformng the males - is also preval ent anong the Chi nese and | ndi ans.
"Grls are better in routine | earning and passi nhg exani nations," he
says.

Nevert hel ess, Khoo points out an irony: Grls might get better grades
but Mal aysi an soci ety remai ns nal e- doni nat ed.

"Many girls still do not have a strong commitnment to forge out a career
for thensel ves. They do well but not nmany occupy hi gh positions. They get
marri ed, have children."

For Universiti Utara Ml aysia Vice-Chancellor Prof Datuk Dr Ahmad Fawzy
Mohd Basri, Malay nmal es are generally | ess anbitious.

"If they are in the kampung, the main thing they aspire for is a
nmot orcycl e, " he says.

Ahmad Fawzy, however, disagrees with the contention that Malay girls
|l ack freedom Their roles, he says, are no |onger confined to their hones.

He explains their inpulse to excel

"Worren, whether single or married, want to be i ndependent. They want to
be able to support thenselves, their parents, and help their husbands out.
So they study hard, for they knowthat is the way to get what they want."

And then there are | eaders whose views veer conpletely in the other
direction. For them whether girls outperformboys or vice versa is not an
issue that is particularly worrying.

"W shoul d not be overly concerned,"” says Ml aysi an Yout h Counci
presi dent Sai fuddi n Abdul | ah.

The reason: "It is a cycle and we should let nature take its course. The
situation will not be permanent."

There are al so those who feel that acadenic achievenent is not the sole
yardstick of a student's worth.

A New Straits Tines reader who wote into its Letters page recently put
it succinctly: "Academ c achi evemrent shoul d be respected, but |et us not
be overawed into believing that wi thout excellent students the world would
stand still.

"What we need to instil in students, whatever their race, is to be
serious about study and strive always to be a better person, and to
contribute their know edge to make this a better world to live in."



	Shame on you, boys (NST 07/08/2001)

