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Daunting task to check polarisation in national schools

Yong Ti am Kui
OUR society has becone increasingly racially polarised in recent years and
nowhere is it nore evident than in the national education system

There was a tinme when national schools were a nmicrocosm of society at
| arge, places where children of all races studied, played and natured
t oget her.

But no longer. These days, national schools are overwhel mngly Mal ay
with a nere sprinkling of Chinese and I ndi ans.

That is because sone 90 per cent of Malaysian Chinese children are
enrolled in Chinese vernacul ar schools while alnost half of all Indian
children are in Tanmi| nedium schools.

And, as if that were not bad enough, nore and nore Malay parents are
also opting to send their children to privately-run Islam c schools.

Clearly, this sad state of affairs has serious inplications for the
future of this multiracial, multicultural, nmultilingual and multireligious
country.

The situation is now so critical that the Prime Mnister has taken it
upon hinself to put nmatters aright.

Not only has Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad appointed former Education
M nistry Director-CGeneral Tan Sri Mirad Mohd Noor to head a conmittee to
restructure the entire national school system but he is also going to
chair it personally.

The comittee will be working on the creation of a new curriculum for
nati onal schools that takes into account the needs of students of all
et hni ¢ backgr ounds.

And, to ensure that the committee does a thoroughly professional job of
it, Dr Mahathir has not set a specific time frame for it to conplete its
m ssion.

Instead, he is giving the conmrittee as nmuch time as it deens necessary
to come up with workable solutions.

"It will take tine. There are nmany considerations as we want to ensure
the syllabus for Islamic studies in national schools is in line with the
true teachings of Islam” Dr Mbhathir said.

He believes that sonme Miuslim parents are sending their children to
private Islanic schools because they feel guilty about not having attended
religious schools thenselves, while others are convinced that it will
cl eanse them of their sins and win them a place in paradise

He says the Malays will not find it necessary to place their children in
privately-run religious schools if enough enphasis is given to Islamc
studies in national schools.

Dr Mahathir also stresses that he does not want Chinese and I ndian
students to stay away from national schools because of the perception that
they are too Islamic or are only neant for the Ml ays

"W also do not want Chinese or Indian fanmilies rejecting nationa
school s and sending their children to national -type schools, thinking that
national schools are only for the Malays and are enphasising |slam

"At the sanme tine, we also do not want the Malays to resort to Sekol ah
Agana Rakyat because they claim that religious studies taught in national
schools are insufficient," adds Dr Mahathir.

Uni versiti Malaya Education Faculty Principals' Institute director Prof
Datin Dr Rahi mah Ahnmad says sone Malay parents are enrolling their
children in private religious schools because they want their children to



grow up in a thoroughly Islamc environnent that gives them the
opportunity to inbibe all the right val ues.

"l think many parents feel that three or four periods of agama are not
enough. They fear that national schools are only teaching Islam as a
subject rather than as a way of life.

"They want their children to be in an environnent whi ch enhances
traditional Ml ay and |slanic val ues.

"But sonetines what you want and the results you get are quite
different," she adds.

Rahi mah says the preference anong sone Ml ays for private religious
school s may al so be due, in part, to increased affl uence.

"As society gets nore affluent, parents want to have nore alternatives.
Fearful of negative influences from the environnent around them Malay
parents don't want their children to fall into bad conpany.

"They don't mind paying so that their children will learn traditional
Mal ay and I sl am c val ues.™

Rahi mah al so observes that Ml ay parents are put off by the fact that
nati onal schools are overcrowded and teachers have little opportunity to
give their charges personal attention

"It's not because Ml ay parents don't |ike national schools or because
they don't want their children to mix with Chinese and Indians. It's
because they want the best for their children. They want them to get
personal attention fromthe teacher."

"For the Malays... “It's not that | |love Caesar less but that | |ove
Rome nore.'"

"There are an average of 45 children in each classroom and each period
is 40 minutes. So each child gets |less than one minute of persona
attention from the teacher.

"But if you have noney, the classes in private schools are nuch
smal l er," she adds.
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