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War ped m ndsets in school system

Chok Suat Ling

MALAYSI A i s undeni ably one, perhaps even the only, country in the world
where people of different ethnic groups are able to live, work and
soci al i se together harnoniously and with a degree of tolerance unconmon
el sewhere

But | ooking through recent newspaper reports, it would seemthat this
wel I spring of tolerance is largely absent in the one place which begs its
presence the nost - in schools. And this can only bring about future ruin
for schools are places where young mnds are noul ded and shaped, and
characters forged.

Ethnic polarisation in our institutions of learning is far from being a
thing of the past, and certain practices and attitudes prevailing in
nati onal schools have "scared" away nany non- Ml ay, non-Mislim students,
with many opting instead to enrol in the vernacul ar schools.

As a result, national schools, by Education Mnister Tan Sri Misa
Mohamad' s own admission, is becomng "increasingly Ml ay".

Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mbhanmad, who is bent on finding a
solution and is heading a high-powered comrittee forned specially to find
ways to do so, used stronger words to describe the increasingly sorry
state of the national school system

He said it had been hijacked by obscurantists interested in Islamc
practices that enphasise form over substance. The Prine Mnister |anented
that even though the system had alienated non-Mislins, sone Ml ays said it
was still not Islam c enough

An exanple, and a disturbing one at that, was a recent report which
reveal ed that there were teachers who told their students they would not
go to heaven if they enrolled in national schools.

To give the Education Mnistry credit, it has conme up with some neasures
to attract nore Chinese and Indian students to national schools. One
i mpl enented this year in selected schools as a pilot project, is the
i ntroduction of a new subject called Bahasa Tanbahan, which will allow
pupils to learn either Arabic, Mandarin or Tanil.

The subject is part of the school tinmetable unlike People's Oan
Language, popularly known as POL classes, which are conducted two hours a
week at the request of parents on condition that enrolment is nore than 15
students.

Educati oni sts, however, believe it will take nobre than just Bahasa
Tanmbahan, or integrated classes, or even Vision Schools, to bring the
school system back to what it was not too many decades ago

Not hi ng short of a conplete overhaul of the mindsets of teachers,
headnmasters and school administrators will work, they say

For even if 10 or nore new subjects, and countl ess other progranmes are
i ntroduced, the Chinese and Indian students may |ikely to steer clear of
national schools if existing attitudes perneate and persist. This is,
after all, the main reason why they are stayi ng away.

Even those currently within the national school system are none too
confortabl e.

A Chinese parent was miffed when his daughter was told she need not
attend school one day because the school was celebrating Muulidur Rasul

"The school, a reputable one in Cheras, decided to celebrate Maulidur
Rasul on a school day and told its non-Mislimpupils that they should stay
horme, but that it was conpul sory for the Muslins to be there. My daughter



felt truly alienated.”

Anot her parent, Nirmala Naidu, in a letter to the New Straits Tines,
asked why Muslim and non-Mislim students were greeted separately during
assenbl y.

The greeting went: "Selanmat pagi kepada senua yang bukan beragama | sl am
dan assal anual ai kum kepada yang beragama |slam (Good norning to all non-
Musl i ms and assal anual ai kumto Muslins)".

This practice is so conmonpl ace now that many parents are unfazed by it,
but this does not make it necessarily right.

A Malay student told of her encounter with her ustazah in school who
adnmoni shed her for wearing shorts and for not wearing a tudung
(headscarf). The ustazah allegedly said she would pray for the student to
fail in her examinations if she kept on wearing shorts.

These are but several exanples. Cases abound of teachers mngling only
with those of their own ethnic group, nale teachers refusing to shake the
hands of their female students, and other attitudes which denpbnstrate how
form- to these teachers and headnmasters - is viewed as nore inportant
t han substance.

But how can mindsets and attitudes be changed? Educationists urge the
Mnistry to go back to basics: attracting not just a nore bal anced ethnic
m x of teachers but getting better all-round candi dates, and re-|ooking at
the entire teacher training process.

What ever the changes, no one expects themto work overnight. It took
time for attitudes to evolve to what they are now, and it will simlarly
take time to correct.



	Warped mindsets in school system (NST 19/01/2003)

