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School s plan: One step forward two steps back?

By Syed Nadzri
FORTY- SEVEN years after |Independence and 30 years after prom nence was
gi ven to Bahasa Mal aysia as a mediumof instruction in schools, Mlaysia
appears to be still confused about its education policies and priorities.

It should be quite obvious by nowthat a lot has to do with the
nationalistic and chauvinistic fervour of some sections of the popul ation
whi ch, perhaps in tune with the demands of |ocal politics, policy- makers
sonetimes cave in to.

And this where it's npbst unfortunate. The call by del egates at the
Second Mal ay Education Congress |ast Saturday for a review of the system
of teaching Science and Mathematics in English provides a classic case of
taki ng one step forward, two steps back.

The fact that the suggestion cane just two years after the adoption of
English for the two subjects defies logic. And it could only mean that,

i ke the racking opposition to the Vision School concept by sone
guarters, self-interest is at play here. Wrse, it gives the inpression
that our education systemis in utter confusion.

Among the argunents put forth to support a review were:

&#x2022; many teachers and pupils, especially in rural areas, cannot
cope with the systemin English and they will fall by the wayside

&#x2022; the fear that Bahasa Mal aysia will cease to be a nmediumfor
Sci ence and Mat hematics and a nmedi um of teaching in universities; and,

&#x2022; there will cone a tinme when Malays will not be able to think
Science in their own | anguage.

The above certainly makes for an excellent point to rouse nationalistic
feelings fromthe podium But playing to the gallery should be furthest
fromour mnds - especially when 80,000 graduates (revised to 18, 000
after disputes), nostly Malays (not disputed), are reportedly jobless and
i ntense international conpetition brought about by globalisation is set
to sweep in like a juggernaut.

This sense of reality must have sunk in when it was decided three years
ago that the two subjects should be taught in English.

Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, who was Prinme Mnister then, had this to say
on Cct 10, 2002: "The CGovernnent should have realised the inportance of
English when it decided to change the teaching nediumto Bahasa Mal aysi a
decades ago. But because we were nationalistic, we decided on the switch
hopi ng that when the English schools were converted to national school s,
they would attract nmulti-racial students.

"Unfortunately, it failed because sone peopl e used national schools for
t he advancenent of one race, with the enphasis on naking them Ml ay
school s. "

Dr Mahathir remai ned consistent in his views in an interviewwth
Ut usan Mal aysia on Tuesday.

And on July 21, 2002, former Education Mnister Tan Sri Misa Mhanad,
in officially announcing that schools would start teaching Science and
Mat hematics in English, gave this rationale: "The nove is purely to
enhance the know edge of pupils in the two subjects and not really a
platformfor themto | earn English

"This is because the bul k of information and knowl edge in Sci ence and
Technol ogy is in English. The contents of the Science and Mathematics
syl l abi also change with tine unlike other subjects. At the same tine,
pupils' contact time with English will be increased."



Most inmportantly, the nove then even received support from Dewan Bahasa
dan Pustaka, the official custodian of the Ml ay | anguage. Its
director-general Datuk A. Aziz Deraman said on Feb 8, 2003: "The teaching
of Science and Mat hematics in English should not be nisconstrued as an
attenpt to underm ne the status of Bahasa Mal aysia as the officia
| anguage. Bahasa Ml aysi a, English and other |ocal |anguages have their
respective roles in the nation's political and soci o-econonic
devel opnent . "

Actually, the call by the Ml ay Educati on Congress was in a way not
unexpected - a neeting of m nds under such a banner is sure to produce
clarion calls of that nature as enotions are whi pped up. But in the fina
anal ysis, reality and practicality should reign

VWhat exactly does the congress - or anyone el se thinking al ong the sane
lines - want for the Ml ays?

Fromthe statenents, it is quite clear that, instead of com ng out with
pl ans to push Malay pupils to do better studying Science and Mat henatics
in English, it wants this systemreviewed and if necessary to bring back
Bahasa Mal aysi a. That, as everyone can tell you, is the easy way out.

The hard part is: Wat then? Reference books, for one, are mainly in
Engl i sh.

Even if Ml ay students do better in their exans with the subjects in
Bahasa Mal aysia, the real test will be conpeting in the job market. And
i f many Mal ays remai n unenpl oyed, the sane people fromthe congress woul d
| anment the situation.

So what is it that they exactly want?

In the nmeantine, let's look at sonme of the neasures that are supposed
to have been in place in the nove to inprove the standard of English as
nmenti oned by Miusa on Aug 28, 2002:

&#x2022; English | anguage consultants to be placed in all district
education departnents. Conprising retired teachers, these consultants
will also be placed in sone major schools and be paid RMLOO an hour

&#x2022; Many teachers to be recruited fromthe United Kingdomto act
as English | anguage consul tants.

&#x2022; The training of teachers to teach Science and Mathematics in
English, especially in rural schools would be intensified.

&#x2022; Textbooks for the teaching of Science and Maths in English
woul d be easily avail abl e.

Looks li ke the Education Mnistry has sonme unfini shed business on its
hands.
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