Comment by K: Arumugam

CAN we see better natronal mtegratlon
if Tam}l and Chinese medium primary

‘schiools are abolished? The Education

- Minister is of the view that national pri-
~mary-schools have to'be the anchor for
national mtegraﬂon by making the
national schools as “the school of"
, chorce for all Malaysians, :
Fifty: years of mdependence have
produced a nation which still can boast
-~ athriving multiracial environtnent with= -
out bomb blasts and threats to human
secunty At the same time, we recog-
nise the detefiorating race relations,
undercirrents of religious intolerance, ,
discrimination and feglings of margin- *
alisation. Thanks o the socio-econom-
ic development and therapid growth
that we went through there is enough
~ food for the stormach. Now we are look—
- ing at -food for thought. :
National integration is a'thorny
rssue Much as we.want it, we just do

| notseem to get it right. The children of

...-our-nation are growing to.become .
- ‘more.divisive racially and- relrglously .
~Our harmonious living is becomlng

mere advertisement material.
To address the issue we oftef

choose education. The most simplistic”
‘solution, so it seemis, is to start the

process from young. To get all the chil-
drenenrolled ina single medium school

" and systematically dismantle Tamil,
Chinese and religious primary schools,
... .Atpresent more than 90% or.about:
1--650,000 Chinese children attend
“-Chinese medium schools, the Chingse
education movement Dong Jiao'Zong .

reports. Some 50% or about 100,000

* Tamil children attend Tamil schools,
- “according to official figures. In national |
schools there are about 110,000 Tamil
children, 50,000 Chinese children.and-

about 2.2 million Malay children. A fre-

quently quoted statistic is that at pre- g
sent there are about 100,000 non-
_Chinese children, the majority of whom‘

are Malays, enrolled inthe Chlnese

schools.

. Now we are looking at solvmg the

national integration problen by shifting

. -about. 550,000 Chinese children from
" Chiniese primary schools and about
- 100,000 Tamil children from Tamil |
schools to national schools. Will just a-
shift of 650,000 young ¢hildrenforming: |
-less than 3% of our 2

~ tionfoster nationa |ntegrat|on?
We need to start somewhere, but |-

€hoosing the primary schiool: system as
the key to social mtegratlon ‘may back-
fire. The vernacular system of educa-

tion may be just one insignificant fac- .

tor in national integration. The central
factors lie in our socio-political envi-

. ronment that is driving a wedge inour

daily experiences.-Political. relations

- based on race and religion; ethnocen: *

tric developmenit pollcres the domma—

- tion of a single face in the civil-admin: -{
istration and the decision- -making
. -process; dlscrlmlnatlon |n the name of

llion popula: .-

race and religion, religious intolerance

and feelings of marginalisation and -

insecurjty are some-of the major fac-

- tors that we try not to discuss:

Drawrng some inference from the

- past is useful. More than 50% of Tamil

children attended.national schools in'
the last three decades. Even today we
-see-them:as isolated groups in sec-

ondary schools and-elsewhere. There is |

Nno grouping among Tamils that can feel

. nationally integrated.

.~ Sometimes, we feel happier rejoic-
+:Ingin the life that we experienced in the
.yesteryears. In the seventies, even

_| though | was Tamil school educated,
during my secondary school days, | vis-

* ited more Malay friends in their kam-
pungs to feast on the rambutan tress
~than my children:now. Many of us

would readlly agree that we enjoyed-,

better feelings of togetherness then. -

Now, parents in droves are looking

for vernacular education. In fact the

“cturrent phenomenon is one of a knee--

jerk reaction that many want mother
~tongue education at primary-level to
;preserve their identity. This feeling is

‘getting stronger with themiddle class.

Andians who once shunned the Tamil
medium in the past. "

‘The reasons . afg .simple. ‘An
immense sense of insecurity over-
whelms our everyday lives, because of
one unwelcome incident after the
other. The worsening race relations

i requ1re remedies.

“The choice cannot lie with Just look-
rng ‘at primary education. it is also
important to look at the pedagogical
- benefits of mother tongue education.

- The 2003 Unesco position paper on™

-€s..Researchers are lookrng Atet .
. tion as the wholesome development of
- a child’s potential.

' educatlon authorltatlvely states that

learners learn best in their s

rale'—

We have lived with tremendous
respect for each other. Our diverse-

“value systems survived trying moments

and as we are becoming more
matured. Our policies and acceptance
of our differences must become our
strengths and outweigh divisive weak-
nesses. Mother tongue-based primary
educationiis fast gaining acceptance as
a tool for securing socio-cultural secu-
rity ofin a multicuttural environment.
When a child losses his language and
culture, how can he have the self-con-.
struct and dignity to respect the lan-
guage and culture of others? -
Perhaps, the following quote from
UNDP’s Human Development Report
2004 -would sum up the point..

N ”Struggles over identity can also leadto
- regressive and xenophobic policiesthat
* retard ‘human development. They can

encourage a retreat to conservatism
and a rejection of change, closing off
the'infusion of ideas and of people who-
bring cosmopolitan values and-the

|- knowledge and skills that advance’

development. Cultural diversity is here

- 1o stay-~ and-to grow. States need to.-
~ find ways of forging national unrty amid.

thrs dlversrty “
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