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Summary 

Refe rence : V o l . 3 (1970-71 ) B 9 ( p . l 6 , 17 ) 

The stud y e s t ab l i she s tha t Malaysi a an d 
Singapore hav e bee n s t rongl y shape d b y Br i t i s h 
inf luence, whil e Thai lan d ha s bee n l i t t l e influence d 
by th e w e s t ; ye t a l l t h r e e hav e th e commo n proble m 
of l a rg e undevelope d r u r a l a r e a s , unemploymen t i n 
the c i t i e s exploite d b y th e communist s an d r a c i a l 
t e n s i o n s . 

All t h r e e coun t r i e s se e educatio n a s a  mean s 
of developin g nat ional is m an d hav e committe d 
themselves t o fre e p r imar y educat ion , bu t onl y 
Malaysia an d Singapor e ca n affor d t o maintai n an d 
expand i t . 

Though a t differen t s t age s o f developmen t a l l 
t h r e e coun t r i e s hav e s imi la r problem s d i r ec t l y 
inher i ted fro m th e wes t an d educatio n system s 
modelled o n w e s t e r n l i n e s , thoug h Thailan d i s mor e 
c lose ly linke d wit h th e t rad i t iona l app roach . 

None ha s develope d a  syste m o f educatio n wit h 
local r o o t s . 

Repor t 

S e v e r a l v i s i t s t o Sout h Eas t A s i a , a  spel l a s a  Br i t i s h Counci l 
education office r i n Thai lan d concerne d wit h bot h teachin g an d adminis t ra t ion , 
and a  growin g a w a r e n e s s tha t Sout h Eas t As i a wa s fas t becomin g on e o f th e 
most challengin g a r e a s o f th e Th i r d Worl d le d ini t ia l l y t o a  gene ra l i n t e re s t 
in th e regio n an d l a t e r t o a  mor e specifi c i n t e r e s t i n th e ro l e educatio n ha s 
played an d i s playin g i n th e nationa l developmen t o f c e r t a i n count r i e s -  mos t 
notably Tha i land , Malay a an d S i n g a p o r e . M y r e a s o n s fo r se lec t in g thes e 
coun t r i es fo r stud y a r e pa r t l y emotiona l an d pa r t l y academic . Emotionall y 
I hav e a  pe r sona l i n t e r e s t i n an d acquaintance wit h them ; academical l y the y 
seem t o r e p r e s e n t a  microcos m o f s o man y o f th e problem s o f th e developin g 
count r i es an d the i r p rob lems . The y hav e ancien t t r a d i t i o n s , cu l tu re s an d 
re l ig ions mitigatin g agains t chang e an d p r o g r e s s alon g s e c u l a r l i n e s . The y 
a r e mul t i - r ac ia l (Thailan d th e leas t so ) an d i n th e c a s e o f Malay a an d 
S ingapore , mul t i - l ingual . The y a r e bedevil le d b y th e growin g wealt h an d 
development o f u rba n a r e a s a t th e expens e o f r u r a l a r e a s . Cer ta i n r u r a l 
a r e a s a r e p a r t i c u l a r l y underdevelope d becaus e th e communication s networ k 
and investment s hav e bee n concent ra te d o n th e po r t s an d c i t i e s . The y suffe r 
from a  populatio n growt h averag in g ove r 3 % per annu m an d subsequentl y 
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have a  larg e percentag e o f schoo l age . The y ar e boun d u p with conflictin g 
ideologies o f westernization , democracy , communism . A t th e sam e tim e 
they ar e desirou s o f modernizatio n an d economi c developmen t an d o f 
creating a  sens e o f nationa l unity . Th e educatio n syste m i s on e o f th e majo r 
weapons use d t o foste r suc h developments . 

The approac h o f m y thesis i s partl y historical , partl y comparativ e 
education an d partl y a  discussio n o f th e problem s o f development , espeicall y 
in th e contex t o f Sout h Eas t Asia . Throughou t i s a n attemp t t o asses s th e 
contribution, bot h negativ e an d positive , o f th e Wester n impac t o n th e region . 
By choosin g on e countr y tha t wa s neve r colonise d (Thailand ) an d a  neigh -
bouring countr y tha t wa s ver y muc h a  par t o f th e Britis h Empir e an d i s toda y 
a membe r o f th e Commonwealt h (no w divide d int o Malaysi a an d Singapore ) 
I hoped t o b e abl e t o examin e th e assertio n tha t th e European s exploite d th e 
region an d create d fe w lastin g benefit s -  excep t perhap s tha t o f economi c 
progress . B y pursuin g a  historica l an d comparativ e approac h i t seeme d 
inevitable tha t som e o f m y thinking shoul d hav e bee n influence d b y Kande l 
and hi s view s o n nationalis m an d b y Han s an d Mallinso n an d thei r view s o n 
national character . However,quit e b y acciden t thoug h als o logically , I 
devised a  particula r approac h an d diagrammati c schem a ver y reminiscen t o f 
Bereday an d Holmes . 

The firs t mai n sectio n i s concerne d wit h th e problem s o f under -
developed an d developin g societies , especiall y th e specifi c educationa l 
problems o f Sout h Eas t Asia . Th e secon d sectio n analyse s th e geographical , 
social an d religiou s factor s tha t hav e shape d th e growt h o f Thailand , Malaysi a 
and Singapore ; th e historica l an d politica l developments ; an d th e presen t 
economic situation . Sectio n 3  discusse s th e impac t o f th e Wes t o n Sout h 
East Asi a -  th e motive s fo r expansio n an d th e social , politica l an d economi c 
changes tha t hav e resulted . Sectio n 4  analyse s th e growt h o f th e educatio n 
systems o f th e thre e countries , show s ho w the y hav e bee n modified,and,i n 
discussing th e presen t systems,trie s t o brin g ou t som e o f th e problems . 
Section 5  discusses th e likenesse s an d difference s betwee n th e thre e 
countries, bring s togethe r som e o f th e commo n problem s facin g them,an d o n a 
comparative basi s show s ho w th e respectiv e government s ar e tacklin g them . 
The fina l sectio n summarise s m y findings . 

My argumen t i s tha t althoug h th e Wes t brough t benefit s t o Sout h 
East Asi a (politica l stability , la w an d orde r -  o n Wester n lines , th e basi s 
of economi c growth , improve d healt h facilitie s e t c . , ) i t no t onl y faile d t o 
develop th e huma n resource s bu t create d fa r reachin g problem s ( e .g . plura l 
societies, urbanization , uneve n economi c development , languag e problems , 
the breakdow n o f existin g religiou s an d socia l s tructures ) withou t providin g 
adequate mean s t o tackl e them . B y destroyin g th e traditiona l patter n o f 
education wit h it s clos e link s wit h th e loca l communit y an d b y importin g a n 
alien forma l schoo l syste m th e Wes t ha s furthe r increase d thes e problem s 
because i n th e moder n worl d countrie s ar e tryin g t o us e thi s educatio n syste m 
as a  weapo n t o brin g abou t nationa l development . Thi s applie s especiall y 
to th e thre e countrie s i n question , ye t i t i s precisel y becaus e th e educatio n 
system, a s a t presen t bein g used , i s alie n tha t i t i s i n dange r o f increasin g 
further ra the r tha n solvin g th e problems . I t doe s no t hav e it s root s i n th e 
community an d i t i s irrelevan t t o thousand s o f children . Th e growt h o f 
education i s , I  believe , followin g a  wron g pat h an d ther e need s t o b e a 
fundamental reassessmen t o f it s rol e an d purpos e i n moder n society . 
Unesco, politica l leader s brough t u p i n th e Wester n tradition , an d ai d 
agencies ar e al l guilt y o f perpetuatin g thes e problem s becaus e the y se e 
them i n Wester n term s an d the y se e solution s i n Wester n terms . Change s 
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and innovation s -  an d the r e a r e plent y o f them : comprehensiv e school s i n 
Thailand an d Malays ia , c u r r i c u l a r innovat ions , moder n sc ienc e techniques , 
planning -  fai l t o b e fundamenta l enoug h s inc e the y a r e la rge l y a n extensio n 
of Wes te r n school ing . Modernizat io n doe s no t n e c e s s a r i l y mea n Wes te rn i -
za t ion, a s ha s bee n prove d b y Japan , bu t i t doe s mea n a  chang e i n a t t i t udes . 
These at t i tude s a r e no t n e c e s s a r i l y beneficia l i f competitio n r ep l ace s 
coopera t ion , se l f i shnes s r e p l a c e s communit y he lp , academi c wor k des t roy s 
r e spec t fo r manua l work , s ecu la r i s a t io n swamp s an y re l ig iou s o r mora l 
approach t o l i fe . Bu t th i s seem s t o b e p r e c i s e l y wha t th e forma l schoo l 
system aim s a t doing . I n t ime s pas t t rad i t iona l school s -  th e Buddhis t 
monastic s choo l s , th e Korani c s choo l s , th e Chines e wri t in g school s -  fo r al l 
the i r fault s w e r e c lose l y linke d wit h th e communit y an d th e kin d o f wor k tha t 
would b e don e i n th e fu ture . The y aime d a t t ra in in g th e whol e ma n fo r l i fe , 
and a t p r epa r in g hi m fo r wor k i n th e community . Onl y b y t ry in g t o blen d thi s 
kind o f approac h wit h moder n methods , b y linkin g th e schoo l an d communit y 
more c lose l y toge the r s o tha t ch i ld re n ac tual l y l ea r n thing s wit h the i r pa ren t s 
or d o a  v a r i e t y o f job s a s par t o f th e schoo l cu r r i cu lum , b y cuttin g ou t muc h 
of th e i r r e l evan t an d u n n e c e s s a r y an d b y foster in g bot h ambitio n an d communit y 
sp i r i t ca n thes e coun t r i e s hop e t o p r o g r e s s economicall y withou t a t th e 
same tim e worsenin g th e s t anda rd s o f lif e an d makin g th e sam e mis take s a s 
the Wes t . 

Of th e t h r e e coun t r i e s Tha i land , unti l r ecen t l y ha s bee n th e leas t 
influenced b y th e Wes t . I t s geographi c pos i t ion , toge the r wit h th e as tu t e 
l eadersh ip o f th e Chakr i king s o f th e nineteent h cen tur y helpe d p r e s e r v e i t s 
independence s o tha t i t becam e a  buffe r s ta t e betwee n th e Br i t i s h i n Burm a 
and Malay a an d th e F r e n c h i n Indo-Chin a r a t h e r tha n a  colony . I t di d 
however los e som e o f i t s t e r r i t o r y eas t o f th e Mekon g t o th e F r e n c h an d i n 
the sout h t o th e B r i t i s h . Europea n a d v i s e r s w e r e brough t i n t o hel p 
modernise th e economy , espec ia l l y th e expor t o f t imbe r an d r i c e , Roya l 
p r inces an d a l l th e monarch s s inc e 191 0 hav e rece ive d pa r t o f the i r educatio n 
ab road . Th e r e su l t ha s bee n tha t Wes te r n influenc e ha s bee n subtl y absorbe d 
and modifie d bu t no t imposed . Th e 193 2 cou p d 'e ta t whic h rep lace d au tocra t i c 
ru le wit h a  const i tut iona l monarch y wa s insp i re d b y me n educate d i n th e Wes t . 
During Worl d Wa r I I Thailan d side d wit h Japan , the reb y avoidin g excess iv e 
wa r damage , bu t s inc e th e w a r i t ha s bee n firml y i n th e anti-communis t cam p 
and ha s bee n s t rongl y influence d b y U S mil i tar y an d financia l a i d . I t s 
education sys tem, t rad i t iona l l y base d o n th e Buddhis t monas te r i e s a s fa r 
back a s th e Th i r t een t h cen tur y wa s modifie d i n th e nineteent h cen tur y b y 
king Chulalongkor n unde r th e influenc e o f mi s s iona r i e s bu t i t wa s no t 
d e s t r o y e d . Eve n toda y 50 % of th e coun t ry ' s p r imar y school s a r e s i tuate d i n 
m o n a s t e r i e s . T h e r e hav e bee n Wes t e r n importa t ion s i n th e shap e o f eli t e 
schools an d i n r ecen t y e a r s move s hav e bee n mad e toward s developin g a 
more comprehensiv e syste m alon g America n an d Canadia n l i n e s . 

Malays ia an d Singapor e hav e bee n v e r y s t rongl y shape d b y Br i t i s h 
inf luence. T h e i r g r ea t economi c development s espec ia l l y o f th e ti n an d 
rubbe r i ndus t r i e s an d th e developmen t o f S ingapor e a s th e g r e a t e s t entrepo t 
por t i n Sout h E a s t As i a a r e a  r e s u l t o f B r i t i s h inves tments . Ye t t h e r e a r e 
o ther a s p e c t s . Th e rapi d populatio n growt h cam e abou t a s muc h fro m 
uncontrol led immigratio n o f Chines e an d Indian s a s fro m a  r i s e i n th e 
b i r t h r a t e o f M a l a y s . Th e educatio n sys te m int roduce d b y th e Br i t i s h 
completely des t roye d th e exis t in g Korani c s c h o o l s . Mala y v e r n a c u l a r 
(pr imary only ) an d Engl is h mediu m school s w e r e provide d b y th e governmen t 
or m i s s i o n a r i e s . Th e Chines e an d Indian s ha d t o fen d fo r themselve s -  unti l 
the 1920 s whe n g r a n t s we r e f i rs t mad e t o them . Th e r e s u l t ha s bee n a 
complex syste m o f differen t languag e s t r e a m s , wit h thos e educate d i n Englis h 
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and Chines e benefittin g most . No t unti l afte r Worl d Wa r I I wer e th e Malay s 
given a  fai r chance . Unfortunately , therefore , i n spit e o f economi c advance s 
racial ba r r i e r s hav e bee n increase d b y a  divisiv e educatio n system,an d whil e 
the rura l Malay s i n thei r kampong s hav e benefitte d onl y marginall y fro m thes e 
advances th e immigran t communitie s hav e benefitte d considerably . 

What commo n problem s ar e there ? Ther e ar e develope d an d 
underdeveloped area s i n al l thre e countries , especiall y th e nort h eas t an d 
northern hil l a rea s o f Thailan d an d th e eas t coas t regio n o f Malaya . The y 
are th e mos t difficul t a rea s t o hel p becaus e o f thei r distanc e fro m th e centra l 
administration. Bein g th e leas t develope d area s i t i s difficul t t o persuad e 
teachers an d doctor s t o serv e there , thoug h bot h government s o f Malaysi a 
and Thailan d hav e scheme s fo r "sending " teacher s an d doctor s t o thes e a r ea s . 
These region s woul d hav e bee n th e mos t backward,anyway , eithe r becaus e 
of climat e o r othe r geographica l features . Thei r positio n wa s mad e wors e 
by th e developmen t o f citie s an d communication s network s tha t focusse d o n 
them o r o n port s t o sui t Europea n pattern s o f t rade . 

With th e exceptio n o f Bangko k th e Sout h Eas t Asia n cit y i s a 
European phenomeno n an d th e developmen t o f Kual a Lumpur , Singapor e an d 
in recen t times , Bangkok , ca n b e attribute d t o Europea n influenc e becaus e 
they wer e eithe r th e seat s o f governmen t o r port s providin g outlet s fo r ra w 
materials . Toda y problem s o f urbanizatio n a r e commo n throughou t th e Thir d 
World. I n these thre e countrie s the y pos e specifi c difficulties . No t onl y 
have the y an d d o the y develo p a t th e expens e o f th e res t o f th e countr y bu t 
they us e u p a n unfai r proportio n o f th e nationa l resources . I t i s i n th e citie s 
that th e greates t racia l tension s buil d u p becaus e Chines e an d Indian s ten d t o 
be th e predominan t urba n dweller s an d a t th e sam e tim e successfu l business -
men, bot h factor s tha t hav e annoye d th e Thai s an d th e Malays . Eacilitie s 
and opportunitie s i n th e citie s ar e undoubtedl y bette r tha n i n th e rura l a r e a s , 
and the y ac t a s a  magne t t o thos e seekin g bette r opportunities . Bu t man y 
have neithe r th e trainin g no r th e aptitud e fo r cit y lif e wit h th e resul t tha t 
unemployment follows . Unemployment , especiall y i n Singapore , ha s bee n a 
major proble m whic h ha s bee n al l to o readil y exploite d b y th e Communists . 
Since th e en d o f th e Emergenc y i n Malay a ther e hav e bee n underlyin g fear s 
of th e communist s i n th e region . Nanyan g universit y wa s riddle d wit h the m 
for a  tim e an d clashe s betwee n polic e an d guerilla s ar e al l to o commo n o n 
the Thail/Mala y border . Li p servic e i s frequentl y pai d t o usin g th e educatio n 
system mor e positivel y t o provid e fo r manpowe r need s an d thu s avoidin g 
unemployment an d t o us e i t t o figh t communis t propaganda . Attempt s a t th e 
latter wil l b e worthles s unles s jo b opportunitie s ar e available . S o fa r onl y 
Singapore ha s begu n t o tackl e th e proble m seriously , wit h it s emphasi s o n 
technical education , thoug h th e Malaysia n comprehensiv e schoo l i s a  ste p i n 
the righ t direction . 

Compared wit h India , Pakista n an d Indonesi a th e populatio n growt h 
has no t ye t go t ou t o f han d bu t i t doe s hav e definit e educationa l implications . 
Singapore's Secon d Developmen t Pla n i s base d o n th e assumptio n o f 46-50 % 
of th e populatio n bein g unde r 14,Malaya' s plannin g i s o n th e basi s o f 44%, 
and Thailand' s o n 43 % being unde r 14 . Al l thre e countrie s wer e signatorie s 
of th e Unesc o projection s tha t hav e com e t o b e know n a s th e Karach i Plan , 
providing 7  years o f fre e primar y educatio n b y 1980 . Thi s ha s alread y bee n 
achieved i n Malaysi a an d Singapore . I n Thailan d th e majorit y o f childre n 
still hav e onl y fou r year s o f schooling . A t thi s stag e onl y Malaysi a an d 
Singapore ca n affor d t o expan d primar y educatio n an d onl y Singapor e ha s a 
sound populatio n policy . Thailan d believe s i t i s underpopulate d an d th e 
Malaysian governmen t i s afrai d o f imposin g restr ict ion s i n cas e th e Chines e 
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outnumber th e M a l a y s . N o countr y s e e s p r imar y educatio n a s complet e i n 
i tself : i t i s a  p repa ra t io n fo r secondar y educat ion , bu t i f secondar y educatio n 
i s no t read i l y avai labl e i t i s mi sd i r ec t ed . 

In recen t y e a r s populatio n growt h ha s highlighte d othe r problem s 
most notabl y malnutr i t ion , d i s e a s e , ignoranc e -  problem s commo n t o al l 
developing c o u n t r i e s . Thes e hav e bee n inc reas ing l y ref lecte d i n th e 
educational problem s o f was tag e an d d r o p o u t s : s eve ra l r e p o r t s int o 
wastage c a r r i e d ou t i n th e 1960 s revea le d s t ron g socia l an d heal t h problem s 
a s amon g th e mai n c a u s e s . Educat iona l developmen t mus t the re fo r e g o han d 
in han d wit h socia l improvements , thoug h al l to o frequentl y th e l a t t e r conflic t 
with th e ine r t i a o f Buddhis m o r I s lam . However , was tag e an d dropout s a r e 
apparen t ly a s s t rongl y influence d b y educationa l fac tor s a s b y socia l ones . 
Lack o f i n t e r e s t s tem s fro m i r r e l evan t c o u r s e s , lac k o f m a t e r i a l s , over -
crowding, ba d t each ing , r epe t i t ion , bu t chiefl y fro m th e schoo l bein g un -
re la ted t o th e need s o r hope s o f th e loca l community . Att i tude s t o wastag e 
v a r y amon g th e t h r e e c o u n t r i e s . Malays i a ha s tackle d i t b y providin g auto -
matic promotio n throug h p r imar y schoo l int o th e th i r d y e a r o f secondary -
school . S ingapor e make s provis io n fo r th e re tent io n o f 10% . Thailan d i s 
t ry ing automati c promotio n o n a n exper imenta l b a s i s i n a  fe w schoo l s . Non e 
have r ea l l y t r i e d t o r e l a t e th e schoo l t o th e communit y i n a  meaningfu l way . 

All t h r e e coun t r i e s se e t h e i r educatio n syste m a s a  mean s o f 
developing nat ional i sm . Sinc e independenc e (1957 ) Malay a ha s bee n t ryin g 
to wel d toge the r th e differen t r a c e s int o a  singl e Malaysia n nat ion . 
Singapore ha s bee n doin g muc h th e same , thoug h th e u rgenc y ha s onl y bee n 
the re s inc e h e r expulsio n fro m Malaysi a i n 1965 . Thailan d ha s no t ha d th e 
same proble m bu t th e school s a r e use d t o enforc e Chines e ass imi la t ion . 
S imi lar method s a r e u s e d . Th e cu r r i cu lum , syl labu s an d textbook s a r e 
nationally or ienta te d i n a l l t h r e e coun t r i e s an d examination s re inforc e 
the i r content . Onl y i n languag e polic y i s t he r e a  r e a l d i f fe rence . I n 
Thai land, Tha i i s th e sol e mediu m o f i n s t ruc t ion . I n Malays i a fou r 
languages a r e permit te d a t p r imar y leve l -  Eng l i sh , Malay , Chines e an d 
Tamil -  bu t onl y th e nationa l language , Malay , i s permit te d a t secondar y 
level an d mor e r ecen t l y a t un ive r s i t y l eve l . I n S ingapor e a l l fou r language s 
a r e permit te d throughou t th e schoo l sys tem . Onl y a t un ive r s i t y leve l i s 
t he r e a  spec ia l i sa t io n i n e i the r Engl i s h o r Ch inese . Recen t development s 
include th e comprehensiv e secondar y schoo l i n Malay a wit h i t s mul t i - rac ia l 
and commo n cur r i cu lu m bias ,an d th e in tegra te d school s i n Singapor e whic h 
br ing differen t languag e s t r eam s unde r on e roof . 

All t h r e e coun t r i e s a r e a t differen t s t age s o f development . The y 
a r e confronte d wit h s imi la r p rob lems , man y d i r ec t l y inher i te d fro m th e 
Wes t . Al l hav e educatio n sys tem s modelle d o n w e s t e r n l i n e s , thoug h th e 
Thai on e i s s t i l l mos t c lose l y linke d wit h th e t rad i t iona l app roach . Al l a r e 
beginning t o quest io n th e purpos e o f educat io n an d hav e p r e p a r e d educationa l 
p lans t ry in g t o r e l a t e educatio n t o th e manpowe r need s o f t he i r c o u n t r i e s . 
So f a r , howeve r , educat iona l developmen t ha s cons is te d mere l y o f expandin g 
and modifyin g th e exis t in g p a t t e r n . I t ha s no t involve d a n attemp t t o lin k 
school an d socie t y mor e c lose l y s o tha t i t doe s hav e loca l r o o t s . 
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