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Treat know edge with respect

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

| NEQUALI TY, actual or perceived, is the greatest notivating force in

Mal aysi an politics. | must enphasise that | amtal king about inequality
rather than equality, precisely because equality is not found outside the
wor | d of mat hemati cs.

When sone Mal aysians cry for equality, they are actually demandi ng
equality with respect to a particular thing or other. Indeed, they sinply
want nore. In short, it is superiority, rather than equality, that they
are striving for.

I nequality was, and is, a basis for conflict in nations as diverse as
Zi ntbabwe, the United States, India and even us. Unequal education, |ike
income, is a grow ng source of discontent anong the Bum puteras. This
i nequality, besides political Islam is especially inportant for
under st andi ng the exi stence of militants anong many of them

One of the best ways to bring about national integration is via
education but it has always been a contentious issue. Before Merdeka,
education was, and even nowis, to a large degree organi sed and recogni sed
as a systemwhich only fosters a centrifugal tendency.

When | was in school in the Fifties, | believe | ess than 20 per cent of
Mal ayans (Mal ays forming the smal |l est nunber) attended Engli sh-nedi um
school s which fostered sone racial contact and a ki nd of Ml ayaness.

Forty years on, despite a partial national education inplenentation, the
situation has changed a little but | eaves nmuch to be desired. Mny
school s, though follow ng the national curriculum renmain outside the
national systemin reality.

Three of the four Prime Mnisters held the Education portfolio - Tun
Razak, Datuk Hussein Onn and Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad. Al were
charged with bridging the gap in the standard of education between urban
and rural areas, and inproving facilities in the kampung, new villages and
estate school s.

O hers who followed themwere to accel erate the teaching of science
technol ogy and to prepare Bum putera students to conpete on a | evel
playing field. Have they succeeded? Yes and No.

According to many studies, it is confirmed beyond any reasonabl e doubt
that both rural and urban Bum putera students are doing badly in tertiary
education. Experts say Bum putera students want everything easy. Said Dr
Syed O hman Al babsi of Universiti Tun Abdul Razak, "... Bum putera
students don't like to struggle to be higher achievers”, adding that "...
the situation is getting worse, and this is worrying". Ml ay students'
poor English is troubling. A nost half of those in national primary
schools failed a | anguage test, while Ml ay boys at a rural school were
unable to wite a sinple essay.

O her experts insist that all this began at primary and secondary | evel
education. In the United States, while a degree in higher education
remai ns the passport to success in its econony, the national and many
state governnments are investing nore in the public "common" school system
that is equivalent to Standard One through Form Five in Ml aysia.

Anerican | egi slators and educationi sts now cl early understand the
connection between students having a solid foundation in the basic courses
intheir early years and their success | ater as undergraduates and
graduat e students at the university |evel.

In addition, Anerican educators and adninistrators in higher education



have been relating for many years that a significant portion of their
financial resources in the formof facilities and teaching staff have been
needed for renedial coursework for students at entry | evel, at the expense
of higher quality university course offerings.

In the state of Okl ahoma, for exanple, the Governor and state
| egi sl ature have mandat ed hi gher mi ni mumrequirenents in the fundanental s
of mat hs, science, English and history in the curricul umof state-funded
"comon" school s.

Along with increased funding in support of these goals, the Governor and
the | egi slature have established i ncreased requirenents for testing and
accountability. Educators and adm nistrators at those schools not show ng
progress in neeting the higher standards nust attend special courses to
i nprove their teaching skills and know edge of the subject matter. Should
any school continue not to show i nprovenent and progress, the entire
faculty and staff will be renmpved and an entirely new team of educators,
adm ni strators and staff will be assigned to the school.

The US is a greater and ol der denmocracy than us. |f the Americans can do
all this, why can't we?

The Governor and | egi slature of Okl ahorma, as well as other states in the
US, see the critical role of the fundamentals in "conmon" school education
intheir society and econony, and are comritted and serious about
instituting these reforns.

The PM had indicted the national education systemand faulted errant
(and politicised) teachers and academ cs. Wile the system seens
acceptable to the other Ml aysians, it has failed though it was allegedly
designed to help the Bum puteras by and |l arge to deliver. Consequently,
Bum puteras are marginalised in tertiary education even with affirmtive
action.

This raises the question: is it the systemwhich is to be blaned or the
Bum puteras' lack of commitnent and rigour in acquiring know edge?

The vitality of the other Ml aysi ans, the Chinese and Indians in
particul ar, always amazes nme and has ny admiration. | am happy for them

They are despite, or perhaps because of, everything, blessed with
tireless zeal and stam na and dedication. As if their notto is: "Be not
af rai d of greatness" - Shakespeare, Twelfth N ght.

VWhat ever one may say about British colonialismin Malaysia, it left
behi nd one enduring influence - a good basis for education especially to
train Mal ayans (and Sar awaki ans and North Borneans before 1963) to achi eve
the goals of Wihitehall in Malaya. It nmade nany ol d generations of
Mal aysi an Angl ophil es or brown Mat Sal | ehs.

For the British and col onial adm nistrators and educationi sts, the magic
of the empire was the splendour and the cerenony, the Malay royalty, the
ari stocracy, the Chinese and Indian merchants who yearned for inperial
honours and savoured inmperial ritual.

Their world was antiquity and anachroni sm tradition and honour, order
and subordi nation, about glory and chivalry, processions and cerenony,
pl umed hats and parties. In short, about hierarchy, ostentation and
or nament al i sm

The British governors and pro-Consuls nade the | ocal |eaders and | esser
Mal ayans, through all this and the English | anguage and | oyalty training,
the pillars that propped up the British Raj for a hundred years until our
i ndependence 44 years ago. We, nore or |less, sustain this anachronistic
systembut the result is |less satisfactory.

Col ummi st Yunus Rai ss asked what were the overriding educational ains of
Mal aya at i ndependence? And if | may add, now?

For the first 10 years of Merdeka, everything | ooked well educationally.
Then a succession of ultra-nationalist Education Mnisters, who sent their



children overseas, decided to ditch English and pronote Ml ay, the
nati onal | anguage

No one quarrelled then, or now, with Malay as the national and offi ci al
| anguage. Why di d we exchange English as the nmedi um of instruction for
Mal ay? Why didn't we wait until we had enough books in English translated
into Mal ay by | earned people rather than, as Yunus said, by those who had
good conmand of Malay and only a passabl e know edge of English?

This is perhaps the primary cause of decline in the standard of
education in the country. The other reason was and is the fact that
education has been politicised, to our national detriment. Dr Mahathir had
| anbasted hi s over-zeal ous and super-nationalist predecessors and the
ultra-nationalist educationi sts.

O course, the education system despite that has, in a way, delivered.
But what types of Ml aysi ans have we created? The chi ckens have cone hone
to roost with a vengeance. W saw it in the |last general election, in the
civil service and even to some extent in the professional and corporate
sectors. The worst is yet to cone unless there is sonme drastic reform and
t hat qui ckly.

We shoul d reconsi der introduci ng a new education policy, a review of the
present one, to produce and incul cate an ideal inage of Ml aysians to keep
at bay the forces agai nst nodernity, nationalismand anything that snacks
of a unified Ml aysian nation that the hi ghways and nmass education (al beit
bei ng | ess and | ess narket abl e) have nmade possi bl e.

Li fe has changed and i s changi ng. Europeans, Japanese, Anericans and
Africans have introduced a nore cosnopolitan note into the Iife of new
Mal aysi a. W have becone a part of the global village. W are coping and
shal|l have to withstand the Western cultural assault, or is it the
mul | ahs' ?

The Mahat hir governnent nust decide before it is too late: his natura
ki ndness shoul d not tenper his sense of duty. Education rnust provide
Mal aysi ans an understanding of the world and their place init.
Meritocracy is absolutely necessary to prepare Buniputeras to face new
chal | enges.

Great teachers a great nation make. Do we have good teachers, |et al one
remar kably superior ones? A great nation needs great thinkers and they
need great teachers.

Bad teaching wastes a great deal of effort and spoils many |ives which
m ght have been full of energy to nmake our nation an even better place.

Samuel Johnson says, "He that teaches us anything which we knew not
before is undoubtedly to be revered as a Master."

It is not too late, | suppose, to propagate that English is a peerless
| anguage, and helped in the training of our people to be loyal to the
government and party whi ch haul ed down the Union Jack, and nade us what we
are today and what we shall be tonorrow

( END)
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