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Keep M ni ster of Education post an apolitical appointnent

Dzul ki f1i Abdul Razak

IN 1999, when then Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad

handpi cked a professional to be the M nister of Education, the news was
wel coned by nany, especially academ a, although it canme as a shock to many
an aspiring politician.

After all, the Mnistry of Education has al ways been regarded as a
powerful mnistry - too powerful to be given to a non-politician. Perhaps

The bold step clearly denpnstrates that education is a serious business
that nmust remain apolitical at all cost, since the future of any nation
depends on it.

Thus, the rationale that a professional should runit, free from
political polenics, nakes a | ot of sense.

Mor eover, the person naned for the portfolio has very inpressive
credentials. Being one of the | ongest serving vice-chancellors of the
second ol dest university in the country, there was little doubt that the
candi dat e was nore than capabl e of handling the portfolio.

However, education being what it is, not everyone can refrain from
turning it intoapolitical circus. Ideas as benign as the Vision Schoo
are being politicised, sonetinmes putting the mnister on the spot.

Many tines, however, the issues were successfully de-politicised, and
sone were even rendered non-issues. This is perhaps one obvious nmerit of a
pr of essi onal being made to | ead and manage a hi gh-profile nministry.

Recently, Prime M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi t ook t he sane
tack. He brought in another professional into yet another powerful
mnistry - the Mnistry of Finance.

Insinilar vein, the candi date al so has i npeccabl e qualifications and
t he experience to be the Second M ni ster of Finance. Sone eyebrows were
rai sed anong the politicians, but the decision was an all-round popul ar
one.

To his credit, the Prine Mnister took an even bol der step when he
announced t hat the appoi nt nent was not subject to the el ection process.

In other words, the Second Finance Mnister, to all intents and
purposes, will renmain a professional so that he can devote hinself to
ensuring that Ml aysia renains a highly respectabl e econom ¢ nodel

In the words of the Prime Mnister, he does not want the mnistry to be
politicised. O nore accurately, the mnister will not be subjected to any
formof political pressure when naking his decisions.

This is a noble intention and the decision to nake the position of the
Second M ni ster apolitical gained inmedi ate support.

This was reflected by the junp in the KLSE Conposite | ndex, breaking
t hrough t he 800 mark. Now anal ysts are predicting that in the next three
months the index will hit the 900 mark. Some even point to the 1,000 nark
(AWBJ, Jan 20).

In sum one is very confident that the country's fiscal policy will not
be subjected to any formof conpronise, particularly the sort that
feathers one's own nest.

We are assured that the investnent in the country's future will be based
on sound prof essi onal judgnent.

In much the sanme way, education is also an investnment inthe country's
future. In fact, nore so.

Education is a life-long i nvestent invol ving Mal aysi ans of all wal ks of
Iife, and on t he outcone of which the country's coll ective survival hinges



on. This is why education is such a sensitive subject.

It, therefore, makes sense that the M nister of Education shoul d be free
of politics and remain a professional. Like the Second Fi nance M ni ster,
he must not be subjected to the el ectoral process.

The urgency of the matter cannot be underestimated in view of the fast-
changi ng worl d, which is nmaking an i npact on educati on.

I ncreasingly, people expect the education systemto provide not only the
necessary qualifications and skills, but also the psyche, val ues and
behaviour traits that will hel p nmoul d responsible citizens who will
contribute to the social fabric of the country and not nerely to econonmnic
productivity.

Indeed, it is increasingly clear that Mal aysi ans and society at |arge
are at the crossroads, judging fromthe nmany shocki ng nedi a revel ati ons
lately.

In many ways, it could be a warning signal that new educati ona
strategi es need to be put in place. Perhaps this is what the Prine
M ni ster neant when he called for an "education revol ution".

For a revolution to be successful, it calls for nmore daring and
i magi native experinents to be carried out. As an anal ogy, it coul d be as
revol utionary as the steps that were taken to take Mal aysi a out of the
econom ¢ crisis of 1997.

After all, the practice of teaching and the process of |earning have not
changed nuch fromwhat nost of us underwent as students.

We attended cl asses with a teacher at the front of the room and
instructions were foll owed by a | ecture, denmonstration, discussion or
silent work at a desk. At the end of the class, assignments and homewor k
were given.

Exami nati on perfornmances have i nproved, but this is only one neasure.
Education is not only about examinations. It is not just about getting
straight As. And it is here that arethink, let alone a revolution, is
urgently required.

For this to happen, a professional with sound acadeni c experience is
i mperati ve.

Pr of essi onal consi derations nmust outwei gh political ones, so that sound
educational principles are not conprom sed in deference to sone political
expedi ency.

I n other words, naking the post of Mnister of Education a truly
prof essional and an apolitical oneis astepintheright direction. This
cannot be so difficult to undertake as there is already a precedent.

Mor eover, the Prinme Mnister, hinself a fornmer M nister of Education
woul d certainly appreciate the urgent need for this, pronpting the
necessary and appropriate action for the sake of the country's future.

* The witer is the Vice-Chancellor of Universiti Sains Mlaysia. He can
be reached at: vc@sm ny
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