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Combi ning worl dly and religious needs

By Idros Isnail

THE Johor religi ous education systemenbodi es nuch of what Prinme M nister
Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi advocates in I sl amHadhari. | DROS | SVAI L
checks out why and how t he nmodel could lay the foundations to the
realisation of a noderate and progressive formof the religion.

SYSTEM - that's the operative word. In the "Johor nodel”, thereis
policy, thereis structure, and there is direction.

The system wor ks because there is supervision and control. O der
prevails. Underpinning all that, thereis an all-round will and
determination to make it work.

The Johor |slam c education systemis all that. After 86 years of
ti nkering and tweaking, it has evolved into a nmbdel to be envied by other
States. It isinstark contrast to the unregul ated, poorly equi pped pondok
school s and Sekol ah Agarma Rakyat (SAR) systems privately run and -

i nadequately - funded in certain other States.

The Governnent has cause to be concerned over how t hese schools are run.
O her than the quality of education provided, there are concerns that they
are fertile grounds for spawning narrowreligious and political
per suasi ons.

Thi s phenonenon was evi dent when acti on was taken to absorb a total of
21,040 students fromthe country's 266 SARinto the national schools. Even
Johor was not spared, as 1,614 students were affected.

The unregul at ed sprouting of the SARs and their "dubi ous" teachi ngs has
led to the freezing of nonetary grants by the Governnment in Cctober 2002
am dst calls for a better alternative.

The call to enul ate the Johor nodel cane two years ago fromno |l ess a
personage than forner Prime M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohaned.

Johor Menteri Besar Datuk Abdul Ghani O hnan has since been on the road
to explainto other State | eaders what the systemin Johor is all about
with the viewthat it will eventually be enul ated nationally.

| f adopted, the nodel coul d becone an i npl enent for the propagation of
I sl am Hadhari - that which espouses noderation, tol erance and progress -
frequently propounded by the Prinme Mnister in the recent past.

It could negate the m staken notion held by sone Muslins that Islamis
only for the hereafter and i nconpati bl e wi th devel opment and nodernity.

Johor has di sproved the notion. It is one of the nbst progressive States
inthe country, yet retains a high Islamc consciousness, withlittle of
the militant tendencies in tow

The backdrop to the Johor nodel was set as far back as 1918 during the
reign of Sultan I brahim Hi s farsi ghtedness saw all pondok school s (which
had existed at the turn of the 20th century) taken in under the State
adm ni stration to becone the Sekol ah Quran and subsequent|y t he Sekol ah
Kitab in 1920.

In 1923, the schools were formalised to becone the foundation of what is
now t he rel i gi ous education systemin Johor adm ni stered by the State
Rel i gi ous Department.

Current director, Datuk Dr | brahi mEndan, credits the visionary founder
of nodern Johor, Sultan Abu Bakar, for the success, and his successor,

Sul tan I brahim

"They had a vision for religious educati on. They understood the need to
conbi ne worl dly and religi ous needs, " says | brahim

"CGovernment officers shared that vision too. The State | eaders and



adm nistrators realised the i nportance of Islamin the lives of the
citizens, and yet be progressive."

He t hi nks t he progressive outl ook devel oped because of Johor's cl ose
proxinmty to Singapore, which even then was a thriving port with traders
fromall parts of the globe, including Islamc nissionaries fromthe Arab
world. It hel ped the peopl e of Johor forma worl dvi ew of events rat her
t han bei ng cl osed and i nsul ar.

Access to the religious schools has never been a problem There are now
537 religious schools directly adm ni stered and fully funded by the State.

It is distributed all over the eight districts in Johor - in towns,
villages, plantations and Fel da schenes, even sone in renote islands off
t he Johor coast.

As Ibrahimputs it: "There's no need for individuals to set up private
religious schools. W've got it all covered in Johor."

The curriculumis set by the religi ous departnent and teachers receive
formal training in teacher's training colleges upto diploma level. In
fact, the State has a special programme for in-service teachers to obtain
their dipl omas.

They are vetted by the depart nent before being appointed to their posts.
Staff strength at present stands at 3,142. Mre i s needed.

In addition to the State religious schools, there are 23 SARs still
operating. Al though run aut ononously, they are regul at ed and supervi sed by
the State religious departnment and furthernore, the State assists them
with annual financial grants.

The difference between a SAR and the regul ar religious schools is only
i nsofar as the greater enphasis placed on proficiency in the Arabic
| anguage.

"The SARs are to all intents and purposes part of the State religious
education system" says |Ibrahim "W have to help them especially in
terms of funds and teachers. W cannot | eave themhel pl ess.”

| brahi mstresses that the religi ous departnment has representatives in
t he school board to ensure that State religi ous education policies and
curricula are strictly adhered to.

VWi | st the general enphasis is on the matter of faith and belief, there
is noroomfor religious extrem smto take root because of the close
noni t ori ng.

"Cther than the State enactnents, it's because of the established
regul atory structure that there is far less |ikelihood of m screant
teachers i nposi ng their own agendas on the pupils,” says | brahim

Students receive six years of basic Islanm c know edge from St andard One
to Si x, covering such diverse subjects as tauhid (the science onthe unity
of God), figh (jurisprudence), akhl ak (good conduct), nuanel at (Islamc
commerce) and munakahat (famly | aw).

These are in additionto the traditional | essons in Quran readi ng and
interpretations and practise of the Jawi script. Inthis regard, Johor can
justifiably claimto have the highest Jawi literacy rate in the country.

The subject matter sets the tone of the religi ous education process that
is not inconsistent with worldly progress and devel opnent.

Students can enrol for another year in the Special Cass for nore
substantial know edge, after which they can proceed to t he Maahad school ,
which is the pre-university |l evel. The Maahad school in Johor has a
tw nni ng programre with the renowned Al - Azhar University in Cairo.

The clanmour for religious education in Johor is such that the Governnent
is hard pressed to build newfacilities to keep up with the demand.

According to I brahim the State needs anot her 80 schools just to neet
current demand. At a construction cost of about RML.2 nillion per school,
it's easy to see why the State is balking.



To nmeet the overwhel mi ng demand, single-session national schools have
now been tenporarily used until such tinme when the State can afford to
buil d nore religious school s.

And the State just can't afford to build nmore and nore. This, in spite
of the fact that the religious sector, next to devel opnment works, receives
t he hi ghest budget all ocati on.

| brahi mreveal s that the sector recei ves about RML50 mi | lion annual ly
fromthe State, of which RMB7 millionis for religious education al one.
The | arge anobunt is necessary as the systemis heavily subsidi sed by the
State, which sees it as a "fardhu ki fayah (comunity obligation).

To of fset somewhat the huge financial outlay, new housing schemes of
nor e t han a t housand popul ation are required to provide religi ous school
reserves in their planning.

Wy the greater denmand for religi ous education?

| brahi mt hi nks Johor has al ways been awake to | sl am ¢ consci ousness, and
not born out of the Islamc revivalismof the 1970s. For nmost Johor
peopl e, Islanm c educationis a matter of course to conpl enent the national
educati on stream

"Parents voluntarily submit their childrento the religious schools.
It's a successful tine-tested system Demand has al ways been hi gh.

"I n the past, parents were afraid that the religious streamwoul d not
get their children anywhere in the world. But they nowrealise that is not
so. Onthe contrary, they feel that their children shoul d be arnmed with
strong religious and spiritual val ues as safeguards in the real world."

In any case, he adds, fornal education at the national school is not
conprom sed because children attend t he norni ng or afternoon religi ous
school s. Religious education is seen by Muslimparents as a necessary part
of a holistic education path.

"And parents in Johor are not worried that their children will be | ed
waywar d by el enents with nefarious intents. The systemensures that."
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