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English schools may be the answer

Debor ah Loh

KUALA LUMPUR, Mon. - Bringing back English schools, in a reversion to the
British systemthat also allowed for separate schools in Ml ay, Chinese
and Tam |, has been proposed as a solution to the current controversy over
t he teaching of English in schools.

New Straits Tinmes Press group editor-in-chief Tan Sri Abdul | ah Ahnmad
suggested this today as a way to satisfy all parties, as it would give
nore options to parents in choosing the mediumof instruction for their
chil dren.

He stressed, however, that this suggestion was not nmeant for new
schools, but only the old ones established by the British such as Victoria
Institution and Penang Free School, anong others, which were converted
into national schools in the 1970s.

"Sonme of these established schools could be reconverted to teach again
in English, with Bahasa Mal aysia and Mal aysian literature as conpul sory
subj ects, and Islamc studies for Miuslinms. Non-Mlays could opt for an
addi ti onal subject in their nother tongue,” Abdullah said.

He was speaki ng on education reformat the "Education for the K-Econony"
forum organi sed by the Soci o- Econom ¢ Devel opnent and Research Institute
(Sedar), the newly |launched Gerakan think-tank

"(Prime Mnister Datuk Seri) Dr Mahathir (Mhanmad) went to an English
school and he did not becone | ess Mal ay because of it,"” Abdullah said,
noti ng that other past and present governnent |eaders were al so educated
i n English schools.

VWil e English was recognised as the main | anguage in the K-econony,
worl d politics, science and the nedia, Abdullah said its use was
conplicated in a nulti-racial society such as Ml aysi a's.

"Sinple truths can turn into conplex issues, as the current debate on
the use of English in Science and Mathematics shows.

"I amglad Dr Mahathir is firmon this, though he appears willing to
continue listening to how best it can be inplenented."

Abdul | ah said the current debate on English was being dom nated by
narrow, race-based interests.

"What about the silent majority? They are sensible, noderate, inclusive
and are holding fast to the nmddle ground. They shoul d speak up agai nst
the extrem sts

"Qur cultural chauvinists need to take a cold shower and sober up. W
have enough constitutional protections to guard our nulti-culturalism
wi t hout their help,” he said.

Mal aysi ans, as citizens of a multi-racial country, should actually be
multi-lingual, he said. "They shoul d know four |anguages and be proud of
that."

Anot her speaker, Universiti Malaya's Prof Jono Kwane Sundaram said the
controversy over English had been politicised and called for w der debate.
"Opening up the debate will depoliticise it. Malaysia doesn't have a
culture of open debate and issues are politicised unnecessarily. Wat

we' ve been having is a one-sided debate in the nedia."

Open debate woul d al so help foster critical thinking and anal ytica
skills, which were essential in a K-econony, Jono added.

VWil e agreeing on the need to excel in English, he said there was no
consensus that |earning Science and Mat hematics was nore effective if
taught in English.



He cited exanples of countries that produced top scientists but did not
i ntroduce English in their education systemuntil higher |evels.

Ener gy, Conmunications and Miultimedia Mnistry Parliamentary Secretary
Chi a Kwang Chye, the third speaker, agreed with Jono.

"I'f we don't allow dissenting views, we are bluffing ourselves,"” he
sai d.

Chia al so wel coned Abdul | ah' s suggestion to bring back English
school s.

The forum was noderated by Sedar executive chairman Datuk Dr M chael
Yeoh.
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