18/ 01/ 2004
Hanmdan's place in history assured

Mari na Enmanuel

" EDUCATOR Ext r aor di nare", " Statesman Extraordi nare" and ot her superl atives
have been used to describe Universiti Sains Mal aysia's second vi ce-
chancel I or and forner Yang di Pertua Negeri of Penang Tun Handan Shei kh
Tahir.

These honorifics have been showered on himin recognition of his
contributions to Penang and the country, many of whi ch have often gone
beyond the formal systemof education

"His place in history has been assured,” Penang Chief Mnister Tan Sri
Dr Koh Tsu Koon penned in his foreward to a book on Tun Handan Shei kh
Tahir: His Life and Ti nes as Seen by Hi nmsel f and O hers.

Descri bing this educator as a "great humanist", Koh went further to
extol Hamdan's virtues as one who had al ways been concerned with pronoting
human devel opnent, community wel fare and soci al justice.

"As a person he is very hunbl e, warmand personabl e i n denenour and very
caring," he added.

Add to these traits, a sense of pride for USMand his fondness for the
uni versity where he served as vice-chancellor from1976 to 1982

"I cane to USMnot with noney, but with very rich contacts that noney
cannot buy," says Handan, in reference to his experience as director-
general of Educati on.

Expressing his reluctance i n succeeding USM s first vicechancell or, the
|late (Tan Sri) Dr Hanzah Sendut, he said: "Hanzah studied with me at the
Uni versity of Mal aya in Si ngapore where we both studi ed Geography. | was
not happy therefore to take over frommy friend, who was retiring at 50."

However, this reason, along with a dozen others presented to (fornmer
Prime Mnister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad) who was then M ni ster of
Educati on, were not accepted.

Hamdan becane the first man fromthe teachi ng profession (he started off
as a teacher, was soon pronpted to become a headnaster, and fromthere in
successi ve progression, held the posts of the Controller of Exani nations
and later, director-general of Education) to be appointed as a Vice-
Chancel | or of a Mal aysi an university, a post usually reserved for a
uni versity professor

The university was seven years old at the tine.

When USM (t hen known as the University of Penang) opened its doors in
1969, Hanzah had 57 students. \Wen he took up the appoi ntment however, the
uni versity had about 3, 000 students and an establ i shnment of al nost 500,

i ncl udi ng academ c staff, adm nistrative personnel, ancillary workers and
ot her technical staff.

It offered first degrees, diplonms, post-graduate studies, matricul ation
courses and an of f campus study schene.

Havi ng sat on the council of higher tertiary education during his tenure
as director-general of Education, he said he found USM"different" from
ot her institutions.

"New concepts had been brought in by Hanzah, who was instrunental in
establ i shing the Housi ng, Building and Pl anning Unit," he said.

The unit, which conbi ned architecture, housing, along with town and
rural planning into one academ c discipline, produced sone of the
country's nost "market abl e" graduat es.

"They (the graduates) were able to comand hi gher sal aries when hired in
Penang, conpared wi th graduates fromother universities," said Handan,



addi ng that the enployability of these students were based on the prenise
t hat when enpl oyers hired "one nan, they coul d do everything".

He sai d al though USM s other "rival" universities were | ocated in Kual a
Lunmpur and per haps physically closer to the ministry whenit cane to
seeki ng operations funds, USMstill managed to tap into a fair share of
f unds.

"This is thanks to extras we offered |Ii ke the School of Housing,

Bui | di ng and Pl anni ng, and al so the of f-canmpus programme,” he says.

Anong the many | egacies | eft by Handan is the establi shnment of a branch
canpus i n Kel antan, whi ch was excl usively for a School of Medi cal Science
to nmeet the country's human resource needs for nedi cal and health services
on the east coast of Peninsul ar Ml aysi a.

O ten described as a man of "trenendous vigour" and one who thrived on
hard work, he is remenbered as a vice-chancel |l or who never took "No" for
an answer, whether it was fromhis staff or officials fromthe Mnistry of
Educat i on.

Still renenbered as a man who wal ked fast, and very often "forgot there
was such a thing as a clock"”, he is still renenbered for many other firsts
scored by USM

They include the establishnment of the Matricul ation Studies Unit,

Pusat | sl amand a nosque, sw mm ng pool conpl ex and the National Drug
Research Centre.

Qther projects set up under his hand and trigerred a spill-over effect
beyond USM s canpus walls to the world were his | NSPI RE Proj ect, whi ch was
a research exerci se designed to devel op and test scientific approaches to
i ncrease the effectiveness of teaching learning in rural primary schools.

The National Integrated Data System or N DAS Project, was anot her
Handan brai nchild, in maki ng USMan i nstitution of higher | earni ng whose
activities were directly inline with national needs.

The soft spot he has for USMtill this very day is nost apparent, as
woul d a father who has gui ded and nurtured a child through his formative
years. He continues to track the university's progress with interest and
pride fromhis home, proving that he will always be a part of USM
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