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The Elite, Exan~oriented Education

= A Docio-Pgychological System

by
Dr Chian Heng Keng

The paper chase definitely a preoccupation of nany lMalaysians,
Bvidences of such @ preoccupation are plentiful, Giving tutorials and
writing revision exercises and exanination aids are ludierous business,
One has only to step into a bookshop to realize the extent of the exarination
81ds narket. Even newspapers pertake in this ludicrous merket, Annuelly,
Journalists give exemination tips @t the approach of the national exaninations,
Vher; the results of the national exaninations are rcleased top scoring
Students get star billing in the newspepers and schools are judged by the
nunber of top students they produce and the percentage of passes.

Parents who can afford to have their children educated abroad
have no hesitetion surrending the nurturance of their young offspring
to some other agencies, #t the other end of the scale, parents who have
difficulties in making both ends meet are prepared to nake many personal
8acrifices to provide their offsprings with a university education,
Advertisements also capitalize on the paper chase by advising parents
to invest with then to ensure a good education for their children,
One of the banks even edvertises that "more education never hurts".

lMelaysia is noving towards an elitlsh society. The clamour for
University education has not abateds If anything else 1% has intensified,
A sixth university is already on the drewing board, At this noment
the student population in the existing universities exceeds 50,000 while
the student population in the polytechnic is only 3,600, This means
that for cvery one polytechnic graduate, we produce 14 universities

graduates, In conmputing this ratio, we have not taken into account those
the mejority of then are secking university education

We have a top-heavy echelon of professionals
egnaller echelon of skilled and

%ho are overseas;
®ather than technical education.
®nd agpiring-to-be executives and & nuch
Senj-gkilled workers.
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The disparity in paj and social standins between these two
echelons is so wide that everyone agpires to be in the professional
executive stratum, Since the entry requirement for most executive posts
is a university degree it is not unexpected that the demand for university
education greatly exceeds the availability of places. in the wniversity,
Purthermore, many parents see the degree 2s the vehiele for social
mobility.

It is not uncommon for 'children's achievement! to be the topic
of discussion in social gathering, Parents are not bashful to tell their
friends and acquaintances of the number of A's their children get in their
oxaminations, their swimming achievement, their abilities on the temis
court or their grades in musice Besides having to compete in the classroony
children from middle class families have also to do well in recreational
activities, Swimming, tennis, karate and music are no longer regarded
as activities to be enjoyed but as a means of gathering more trophies

for parents.

How many parents or adults stand back for a moment to také stock
of what they are doinge Are they really doing all these for their
children's sakes and not for their own self-esteen? Are parents trying
o overconpensate for what they hod missed in their childhood and adolescence?
In pushing for academic excellence, arc parents denying their children
the opportunitiss to develop thelr own areas of potentialities or brilliances
potentialities whicll make them 'stars! instead of 'mediocres' or tfailures’
in fields chosen by their parvents? .Does the society care enough for the
mental development and mental health of children? This paper will txy
to examine some of these issues not in en attempt to criticize parents,
teachers and the system but rather in the spirit that as concerning adults
we need to understand children, acolescents and ourselves better so that
we oan help children to attain, what Maslow terms 1%, self-actualization

which, I hope, augurs for a more heélthy society.
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It camnot be denied that the education system in Malaysia is
examination and elite orienteds DIre. Leong Yin Ching's study (1982)
showed that students, teachers and parents perceive 'to do as well as
possible in national exanination'! to be the most inportant objective of
our school systen while 'to ensure awareness of subjects not required
%0 be Xnown for examination! is at the bottom of the list:in order of
inportance., Not only is our educational systenm examination-oriented
but it also stresses on acadenic excellence so that subjects such as art
and craff, home cconomics, technical drawing and agriculture are for the
less able students, The survey conducted by Dr. Iéong also shows that
_developiné character was ranked second in importance by 86.7% of parents
and 88,37% of teacherss Is this objective attained in our educational
gystem? Parents and teachers differcd in their perceptions, Althoﬁgh
68,3% of parents felt that this objectives was attained in school only
- 18,3% of the teachers indicated the attainment of this objective in school,
Personally, I tend to agree with the teachers if 'character'! is taken
to mean more than the ability to apply oneself industriously to one's
study in order to get good grades for the examinations,

Studies of adolescenfs‘ problens carried out in 1976~1983 indicate
thet our adolescents have lots of personal-psychological problens
(Chiam, 19784 Chiam & Ng, 1978; Chian, 1979; Chiam & Nik Azis, 1982;
Chiam, 1982; Chiam, 19832; and Chian, 1983b)e In fact, out of the eleven
categories of adolescent problems the highcst percentages of rcsponses
is in the personal-psychological categorys Our adolescents tend to
worry, feel inferior, lack self-confidence, be troubled by feelings of
having failed in so nany things which they have attempted to do, camnnot
A tdrget nistakes which they have made, have troutle in maldng up their minds,

be afraid to make mistakes., They also feel that they have too many

Personal problems. The image of a typical adolescent in Malaysia as

reflected by the research findings, is a very insecure individual with
little confidence in his/her abilities.
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It will not be inaccurate to conclude that the examination-orienﬂ
educational system, parental pressure and the elitist society have
lowered the adolescent's self-imege or self-concepts Research findings
(Coopersmith, 1967; Combs & Snyggs 1959; Chiam, 19763 and Burns, 1979)
show that self-concept is the directing force of human behaviour; &
person who has confidence in his 2bility will behave in a nanner diffa4
from one who has & low estination of his ability., Academic achievemenﬁ
an aspect of manifested human behaviour, is related to sclf-concept '
'(Le Benne & Green., 1969; Prenkey, 1970; and Chien, 1976), This implié
thot many adolescents would heve achiéqu better results if only they Z
‘gréater confidence in their abilities, Our educational gysten with ifﬂ
enphagis on exaninations generate fcelings of competitiveness instead ¢
cooperation. The less able boys and girls who are unable to win the |
acadenic excellence race acquire feelings of inadequancy and low self‘:
esteen, These feelings of worthlessness, unfortunately, pervade the 0%
areas of their behaviour, Consequently these individuals will also p#
below par, even in areas which they are gifteds These feelings of 1'i%
lessness, in nany cases, are reinforced at home as parents tend to r:”f
those children who acadenically are more able. IHven the more able nal |

"not be performing at their optimm, The tension and anxiety created W
the competition in class and the pressure to do well in the examinﬂtﬂﬂ
nay reduce the child's concentration, perception and creative abilitye

)
Our resetrch findings show that adolescents are very concerned

about their school work, Worrying abovt exaninations, worrying aboud
narks, not spending enough time in their studies, being efraid of £ai¥
in school, getting low grades, being not smort enough, not getting B”%
conpleted on time, being uncble to keep their ninds on their studiess
knowing how to study effectively, and being behind others in school or?
the problens which troubled them greaiely (Chiam, 1983%a). A closer :
look at these problems reveals that they are all, directly or 1nd11‘°€u
related to exanination, Contrary to popular belief, indisciplined
low ability students are also found to be troubled by these problens
(Chiam, 1983b), In fact, there are more responses to these problen?
in this pategory than those in the chhieving~category.(Chian, unP“hlii
data),
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About 78,8% of the Foxrm IV male students indicated 'not spendimg
enough tine in their studies while 85.3% of the Form II female students
checked this as their problems, With the exception of Form IV mele
students (48,8%), the majority of the secondary school students (Forms II
to VI) indicated this as their problems, However, research investigating
the after-school activities of adolescents found the majority of them
engaging in activities related to their studies (Hui & Iing, 1982). .

This feeling of not spending time in their studies could be generated by
several scources or @ combination of thems Firstly, the strcss on academic
excellence make students feel that they are never able to do emough to

. meet the demands of the exeminations, Thls creates the feelings of guilt

. and inadequacy so that they feel they are not spénding enough time in
their work. This feeling is strongly felt when they are partaking in
activities not pertinent to their school work such as reading a story
book, being involved in uniformed societies, relaxing or helping their

parents. As a result of this concern with schoolwork, many of our children

have no time for developing other interests and other aspects of their

mental growth, Very few students read beyond their school textbooks and
some do not even read the newspaper, Their knowiedge is confined to.what
is prescribed in the syllabuses. Our students, with a few exceptions, cannot
be said to be educated in the broader sense of education, The level of their

conversation is unintellectual and its scope is limitedql

Peelings of not spending enough time at their studies can also erise
from perents' desire to keep up with the Joneses.v Children ere dragged
from one activity to another so that they have little time for their
homework, Parents cen be forgiven for giving their ohildren so little
leisure tine if the intention 1s to provide them with & all-rounded
development. ' However, in most cases these activities bring little relaxation
or enjoyment as they are required to take various tests or examination,
Consequently, a child, for instance, mey be technically good at playing
the piono but derives little excitement and joy from the activity; has
neither the appreciation of the music nor the'knowledgé of the‘oonposer

and his colourful biography.
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A common compleint of students is that they have too much work
to doe. Granted that they have a great deal of materials to be learned
but these materials can be learned in less than a third of the time if
only they possess a more efficient and effective study habit, Our studenté
have the tendency to memorize whole chunks of their text, In fact, they
went to be word perfect, This, of course, will take a great deal of the
learner's time, If they had aimed for understanding and the main points
of the text they would have teken a much shorter time to store the
information in their memory. Furthermore, this will enable them to retrie?
it with greater ease and be more successful in applying it to other
situations. These students and, probably, thelr teachers are unawere
that their memory has limited capacity and if the informetion to be
stored exceeds the memory capacity then sometliing has to give waye
744 or the new information camnot be stored or the already stored informa
has to give way, If, instead or rehearsing the input or information (i.es
rote~learning or memorization) the learner encodes the input (i.e. the '
learner tries to understand and make sense of the information) then stores
and retrieval are facilitated. By encoding the information it is chunked L
so that more spaces ‘can be released for more information and, secondly, g
encoding enables new information to be linked with the old one so thaf}
recall is facilitated,

The habit of memorizing text can be attributed to two factors -
inability to understand the text and the way students are taught - whichs
in reality, boils down to one factor =~ the way students are taughte Durisé
my supervision @f teacher-trainecs I recommend thet they spend more time
$o make sure their students understand what they are teachinge Invarinbly!
the defence is the pressure from the regulor teachers to complete the
syllabus, The advice that the syllabus can be completed in more thon

- one way (i,e. the topics need not be covered to the same degree of depth
and breadth or some topics can be omitted) is often rejected on the
ground that principals, parents and e¢ven students will complain if topic?
or even if certain aspects of the topics are omitteds The counter ~
argunent, that tcaching the difficult topics to the low ability group
serves no purpose since these students will still be unable to answer
questions set on them and the inability to understand leads to boredod |
and frustration, is of no avail, It appears that teachers and princiPal,
blame parents who, in turm, blame teachers and the educational gysteme
Where do we break into this vicious circle? The best target seems %0 be
the parents as being the clients they should be the ones to demend for
quality instead of quantity in their children's education.
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The way that students are taught also encourages nenorizing facts.
Teachers tend to give notes and they even dictate the resulte of
experiments when, if in accordance to the objcctives of science education
students should be making the observations themselves, Student teachers
are asked to adhere to this practise to ensure thet the workbooks are
clean and necat and the 'correct! answers are recorded, bne wonders
what is the objective of education? Is it to learn the correct answers?
Or is it to train children to be observant and to provide them with
opportunities to learn to record or write what they see, to discriminate
between jmportant facts and unimportant ones, to make deductions and
generalizations, to think logically, to make rational decisions and most
important of all, to learn from their mistakes, To me, the development
of the children's thinking and reasoning ebilities is much more inportant
then the learning of the facts per se. This does not imply that learning
the correct fact or answer is not important, It is definitely more
important than nmemorizing wrong information, Hdwever, what is much more
important in education is the development of the child's oognitiog.
Though giving the correct answer is the most efficient means of giving
information this procedure also denies the child the opportunities to
acquire the other cognitive processess Allowing the child to grope her
way to the correot answer is an inefficient method only initially,

Ags she acquires the other cognitive skills she becomes more efficient
and effective, In considering efficiency, we have also to weigh the
acquisition of mere knowledge against the many cognitive skills which
the child can acquire through finding her own answer. Purthermore, we
have also to consider memory and retrieval of the knowledge which is
found to Be better retained and more easily reoallfd when the learner
works his way to the correct answer, Ye must not be short-sighted

to sacrifice the long term benefits for short-tern gaing,
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Arother cognitive development which 1s curbed by the wey oaxr

. children is taught is creativity, Teachers who feel the need to conplete
the syllabus usually have little or no time for either student's questions
or their answers, If questions are asked they are for the purpose of
agsesging liow nuch they have retained and not for the purpose of stimulating
pupils! thinking, ‘The enswers are predeternined and so the pupils are
either correct or wrong, - Iittle or no attempts are made to analyze

pupils! answers to ascertain whether they reflect misunderstanding,
nisconception or a different way of viewing the problem, Teachers (and
many adults for the matter) seldom listen tc their students, They are
nore concerned with trying to make students fit into the set moulded than

- to help then develop intellectually., Instead of trying to identify

the uniqueness of each individuel and encourage them to develop their
potentials they are making thenm attain the set of goals 2long the same
well-trodden path, Our educational gysten does not encourage individuality
and creativity, Whatever creative potentials a child has are quickly
killed by our educational systen., '

Even the way children are being assessed discourages divergence
and creativity, 411 objective questions have one corrcct enswer and
no recognition is given to the child who sees the world differently.
The trend is ‘toward objective assessnient as this type ‘of evaluation
ensures fairness and objectivity. As this type of questions ere

- difficult to set an itemybank is created, It, tkus, becomes easy to
coach a child to pass his national excninetions which result in sone
secondary school children being not able to write 2 proper sentence.
Thus, our ossessment technique not only crubs creativity but it also
pernits undetection of illiteracy, It seems almost a paradox that our
educational systen which purportedly aims for acadenic excellence 2lso
pronotes illiteracy.
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This educational system of ours creates several categories of citizens =
citizens who are frustrated and pOoSGSS inferior couplex because they
fail to attain the acadenmic excellence demanded by the society, edtizens
Who have attained the academic excellence (because of their abilities)
but professionally feel they are round pegs in Square holes, citizens
Who have attained their goals but feel inadequate and wfulfilled in
Other areas of their development, citizens who are satisfied and are
Prepared to muddle along (being conditioned by the systen to accept
authority unquestionably), and citizens who feel fulfilled, having
attained all their dreems and goals, There is no_déta to indiéate the
Percentage of citizens in each of these categories and it will be interesting
to carry out a survey to ascertain the percentages. While I would not
dare to make a guess of the percentages it may be safe for me to say
that there is a great deal of wastage of humen resources and talents,
Firgtly our eﬂucafional gysten creates in meny of us a sense of inadequacy
Which prevents us fron functioning at our optimunm, Secondly, our systen
in promoting and rewarding only academic ability, has prevented the
developnent of the other abilities, Consequently, those citizens whose
Potentials are not in the acadenic fields are not only deprived of the
Sctualization of their potentials but are elso short changed enotionally,
Potentials such as rusical, artietio and athletic abilities can bring
8lory and income to our country., Thirdly, although the educational systen
Tewards ﬁéademic excellence, paradoxically it hinders intellectual
developuent, 43 & result the intellectual potentials of meny citizens arc not
fully actuaiized, even those of the bright students, That is why Malaysia
hag failed to produce geniuses and highly acclaimed intellectusls,
Fourthly, our educational systen obstructs the develorment of creativity,

-Undang

w TInd
Perpustakaan {Indang

Our country needs creative and resourceful citizens who will be able to
Place Halaysia in the fore-front of development so that it becoues a
leager instead of a follower in knowledge and progress. lLastly, our
®ducational system promotes couformity instead of courage, boldness,
%onfidence and independence. Citizens who are accepting, conforming
A insecure lack the courage to experinent and try untrodden paths,
Oup investigation into the problems of adolescents in lialaysia reveals
that nany of the adolescents are insecure, lack confidence end arc
8raid to make nistekes, These dependent  insecure citizens who
®Xpect to be assisted and guided are likely to be & liability to the
®ountry instead of being contributors towards the rapid development

*T the country,

Malays

¥ Yadhorortd



485

Chianm Heng Keng R PPN

I nay appear to be highly critical of our educational systers
But the intention, as stated earlier in thils paper, is not o run down
any group but to plead to 2ll concerned with education to have a hard
look at our educotional system, We should not behave like the ostrich
which insists on sticking its head in the sand end is blind and deaf
to the changes in ite surroundings. Rather, we should be like the ostrio@
which holds its head boldly in the air so as to be sensitive and alert
to its surroundings. We cammot meke progress unless we are prepared J
to be evaluated and criticizeds For the curriculun to neet the needs of
a dymenic society it has to be constantly reviewed and evzluated.
Furthernore, we must be ceneitive to the needs of changing times end be

prepered to changes

The 'Kurilulum Boru Sekoleh Rendah! is a positive step towards
the right direction., However, this curriculun will not be able to
pernit and facilitete the development of children unless they are
allowed to develop @t their own pace (i.c. the progress of bright
students are not reined and .slow students are given encouragenent to
forge ahead instead of receiving critlolsns for failing to keep up with
the class), curiosity, individuality and creativity are fortered, parent®
end teachers do not hold on to academic excellence as the primary purpos®
of education but give importance to the overall developuent of childreme

n

Accordins to Eric Erikson (1972), there are eight major crises ]
in a person's %}fe gpan and between the ages of 6 to. 12 years the
crisis is industry versus inferiority. During this period, children
industriously strive to gain nastery over their enviromment, If they
fail to master the coupetence skills thern feelings of inadequacy are
inbued which affect the next stage of development which is identify
versus confusion, Children who fail to naster tasks given to then
during the prinmary school will have difficulties establishing their
identities during adolescence. Consequently they become insecure and

confused,



456

Chiam Heng Keng - 11 =

The main objective of primery education should be to assist
children explore end develop their potenfialit& énd naster skills
which ‘they wish to attain, Heving Successfully mastered the skill
(or knowledge) they will be notivated to try new terrirories for
nothing succeeds so well as successs In fact, success is the best
notivator, Likewise, children in the kindergarten should be given
anple opportunities to explore and experinent because the 3 to 6
years-period is tﬁe initiative versus guilt period. Therefore,
“the criterion of a good kindergerien is one which provides children
with lots of play activities and not one which teaches children to
read, write and do arithuetic,

‘ Once again I would appealhto perents, teachers and adults to
treat each child as an 1ndividual,'to provide a happy, enxiety-free
environment for then to grow and develop, to 2llow them to know
thenselves, to help them to attain self-adtualization and not to place
then into a mould shaped by adults, Ve do not lmow what potentials
a child has end what is in store for him/her, At best, we can only
provide @ conducive enviromnent for the child to grow and I would like
to conclude with these pearls of wisdom from peenut:

If we insist on acadenic excellence as the ultimate goal of education
then what is in store of the D minus chilad?

-
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