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Abstrak

Dasar negara tidak harusnya tertumpu hanya kepada pembangunan ekonomi
dan perindustrian malah penekanan perlu diberikan kepada pendidikan
kanak-kanak, khasnya di peringkat awal perkembangan. Pendekatan yang
postitif dalam mendidik kanak-kanak adalah suatu yang amat kritikal kerana
ianya akan menjadi asas bagi seseorang kanak-kanak untuk berfikiran positif
terhadap sekolah dan kehidupan pada masa depan. Kertas kerja ini
menegaskan bahawa pengalaman pembelajaran yang perlu didedahkan
kepada kanak-kanak mestilah berasaskan kepada minat, mengikut tahap
perkembangan dan kemampuan mereka. Pendidikan kanak-kanak perlu
bermula dari rumah, lebih menjurus kepada pendekatan yang tidak formal,
mempelajari kemahiran kehidupan sosial dan lebih menghargai serta
mengutamakan proses pembelajaran bukannya hasil pembelajaran. Kertas
kerja ini juga mengupas beberapa strategi utama yang perlu dijadikan asas
dan dipraktikkan dalam mendidik kanak-kanak. Pendidikan kanak-kanak
yang memberi tumpuan berlebih-lebihan kepada pencapaian akademik, boleh
memberi kesan yang negatif kepada perkembangan mereka.

Introduction

Malaysia’s Vision 2020 is an attempt to steer the nation towards achieving
the status of a fully developed and industrialised country. All efforts are
channelled towards becoming a fully united nation and a democratic society
that is strong in religious and spiritual values as well as a society that is
liberal and tolerant, scientific progressive, innovative, and forward looking
(Mahathir, 1991). In line with the nation’s aspiration, the Ministry of
Education of Malaysia has further set its mission from ‘education for all’ to
‘education for excellence’ whereby the development of human resources,
the talents, skills and creativity of the people is the ultimate goal

It is undeniable that the rapid growth and development in the country as well
as its mission and vision of education has increased the challenge of shaping
future generation who have a lot of potentials and capabilities. As children
are important asset in forming a charismatic nation, we must keep child
education on top of the agenda for action. The country’s main consideration
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should focus not only on economic and industrial development, territory,
and sovereignty but should extend to in the area of child health, development
and education, particularly in early childhood.

Concern over early childhood education is very important due to the fact
that children grow and develop more rapidly in their first six years than at
any other time in their lives. According to Brierly (cited in Andreski and
Nicholls, 1994: 38), “psychologists have suggested that about half of
intellectual growth is accomplished by four and another third by eight”. This
is further affirmed by Katz (2003) who pointed out a new research on
neurological development indicates that approximately 80%-85% of the
neurological pathways a person ultimately acquires will develop during the
first six years of life, and the rate of growth is steepest in the earliest of those
years. Therefore, good quality early education is an important foundation
for the whole of a child’s future development. Good quality early learning
improves aspiration, motivation, socialisation and self-esteem of the child.
In other words, evidence from research demonstrates the importance of
effective, high quality early education in providing both social and educational
benefits. Children who obtain the benefit of good quality early childhoed
education are more likely to make good progress at school, stay in education
longer and gain higher qualifications; and be successful in their working life
(Ball, 1994). Evidence presented by Sylva and Moss (1992) also indicates
that investment in high-quality early education provides a worthwhile
economic return to society. The purpose of this article is to explore the
necessary ingredients for an optimal child education and to examine child
education practices in Malaysia in this context. By optimum, the writer means
the most favourable, the most advantageous, the best possible, the finest,
and the most developmentally appropriate.

Views on child education

The desire to learn and an intense curiosity about the world around them is
in the nature of young children. In directing our attention towards an
exploration of what should be optimum in child education, we need to be
clear about what child education is. Generally, education is known as the
process of teaching and learning specific skills , knowledge and values. In
the process, good judgement or wisdom would be imparted.

In dealing with children, education is viewed as a gradual process that involves
developing in children a wide range of skills that could be applied in a variety
of context (Department of Education and Sciences, 1990) in their daily life
as preparation for the future life. In other words, children should learn
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whatever will ultimately enable them to become healthy, competent,
productive and contributing members of their communities. Thus, child
education should begin at home, more through informal approaches and for
acquiring social life skills. Educating children should not be based only on
“what children can do” but it must also include “what should children do
that best serves their development and learning in the long term.” (Katz,
1999). According to Marcon (1995, cited in Katz, 1999), results from
longitudinal studies suggested that child education should be designed to
optimize the simultaneous acquisition of knowledge, skills, desirable
dispositions and feelings. Whilst in the Islamic view, action to support
children’s education is aimed to optimise children’s well-being, even as early
as after conception. Al-Ghazali in his book Thya’ ‘Ulum al-din emphasised
on the nature of the soul, the crucial importance of the child becoming
accustomed to correct conduct at an early age, and the purpose of education
as derived from the Qur’an in Surah Al Tahrim: 6: “O’ ye who believe! Ward
off from yourselves and your families a fire whereof the fuel is men and
stones...” This injunction clearly admonishes the family to educate their
children with good conduct and manners so that they will be virtuous since
the fire is meant for the evil ones.

One of the key elements in child education as agreed by experts and
professionals (Bruce, 1997) in the area is that educational experiences for
young children need to be based on children’s developmental abilities and
interest. Based on this fact, in preparing for optimizing child education, the
following three main factors should be considered, namely, co-ordination of
care and education services, opportunities to play assisted with informal and
fun learning experiences, and free from academic pressure.

Optimizing child education: integrating service between care and
education

As discussed earlier, early childhood care and education services, provided
that they are of high quality (Sylva and Moss, 1992) can make important
contribution to improve young children’s educational performance throughout
schooling and better social behaviour. For young children, ‘care’ and
‘education’ are interdependent and inseparable. In order to encourage and
facilitate increased educational component of childcare, there should be
greater interaction and co-ordination between education, care and health
sectors. Children should be brought up and nurtured in provision that fully
integrate care and education. Penn (2003, cited in Evan, 2003: 11) affirms
that children who have had educational input in their care tend to show

Jilid 12 Bil. 1 79



cognitive gains when they get to school. The educational component in their
care seems to benefit them. In arguing for the need for provision that fully
integrating care and education in the UK, Ball (1994) laments, “Those whose
primary concern is the health of the child need to understand that good early
learning is a critical part of healthy growth; those whose primary concern is
education need to understand that good teachers should know, but must care.
Education without care doesn’t work!”

Unfortunately, some people perceive care and education as separate. Care is
seen as something which is largely the province of a mother at home while
education is viewed as some simple ‘transmissive’, or didactic, ‘telling them’
process not connected with rates of development, choice, opportunity or self-
esteem (Gammage, 1999). As a result of that, in Malaysia particularly, there
is division of responsibility between health, care and education provision for
children at local and national level (Miller, 1999).

For example, day care nurseries come under the Department of Social Services
and the focus is on childcare while Ministry of Education provided only
early childhood education programme for children between five to six years
old in annex preschools. The society’s mind seems to be set up with the idea
that you can teach without caring, or care without teaching. Early education
for infant and toddlers is somewhat threatened by the focus only on care
while the education programme of preschool which is based on the ‘“National
Pre-school Curriculum’ is somewhat separated from the care, and according
to the findings from research conducted by Educational Planning and Research
Division (EPRD} in collaboration with UNICEF (1990) many preschool
teachers used a formal teacher-centred approach in teaching children. The
teaching style was found to be inappropriate and could have negative effect
on them. Evidence from research {Ball, 1994) also indicated that there has
been no real attempt by the government to establish a properly funded, co-
ordinated service for young children which offers parents the child learning
environment and facilities they need, while at the same time giving high
priority to the development of secondary and higher learning institntions.

As stated earlier, research on brain development shows that there is a critical
period for learning in early childhood ‘that is somehow related to the growth
and pruning of synapses’ (Bruer, 1997, pp.5). In relation to this scientific
evidence, parents and those who are working with young children should realise
that they have a golden opportunity to mould a child’s brain development
during the early years. However, if there is no amalgamation between care
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and education how could we optimise children’s capability of learning during
the time when the brain activity is highest?

The number of working mothers in Malaysia hag risen rapidly in recent years.
Seventy percent of women with children vnder six years of age nowadays
work (Zaleha, 1999). Consequently, they need other people during the day
to look after their children and they require suitable, affordable day care and
out of school care linked with education. In reality, there is no single
department of the central government in Malaysia with the overall
responsibility to coordinate care and education services for children under
primary school age. As stated by our Datuk Najib, the Minister of Education
then, the focus of basic education was on primary and secondary education
. and it is only in recent years that the importance of children’s experiences
during their early years was realised (Mohd. Najib, 1999}, This realization
of the importance of preschool education has been incorporated in the
Education Act 1996 which makes arrangement for the Ministry of Education
to offer formal preschool education in the education system.

Thus, as an effort to optimise child education, there is a need for the country
to have a national policy for young children that underpins childcare and
education in concordance with the needs of a holistic development of the child.
Children’s health, safety and intellectual development should not be
jeopardised. The care and education of the young should not be viewed along
with other social and welfare issues and considered only as the responsibility
of an individual. Instead, it is the responsibility of a wider society and the
will to provide all young children with the best form of education and care
ultimately depends on scciety.

Play: the key to optimizing child education

The concept of play in childhood and the importance of play are recognised
and supported by researchers from a range of disciplines including
psychology, education, philosophy, sociology, recreation and health. A
growing research body has established the importance of play and its vital
contribution in children’s development (Kagan, 1990). Sheridan (1977), and
Yardley (1984) state that play is as important for a child’s developmental
needs as good nutrition, warmth, love and protection. Play indeed is a natural
part of children’s life and it provides a basis for children’s learning; from
babies in the first few months of life through to children of compulsory
school age and beyond. The United Nation Convention on the Rights of the
Child (Article 31) fully recognises children’s right to play while Article 2.1
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