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The Jeffrey Cheah Institute on 
Southeast Asia (JCI) organised a public 
forum themed ‘Improving Malaysian 
Higher Education’ on 5th June 2018. 
The Forum hosted three speakers: Dr 
Suresh Marcandran, Managing 
Director of P.T. People Power 
International, Indonesia; Zulkifli Abdul 
Rani, Adjunct Professor/Corporate 
Fellow of UTM-MPRC Institute for Oil 
and Gas; and Tan Sri Professor Ghauth 
Jasmon, Board Member of Sunway 
University.  
 

Creating Competitive Advantage 
Dr Suresh Marcandan kicked off the 
forum by asking the audience: “What 
is the purpose of higher education?” In 
the view that higher education serves 
to contribute to a country’s knowledge 
economy and give it competitive 
advantage in the global marketplace, 
he said that leadership plays an 
important role. “If there is a leader that 
is passionate about education, then it 
will be given the requisite priority”. 
 
He also highlighted the need to 
address the elephant in the room 
when it comes to education in 
Malaysia. Some of the pressing, 
overlooked challenges are: 

i. Lack of institutional desire to 

excel in research; 

ii. Undeclared ethnic preference 

that permeates the Malaysian 

state and public sector; 

iii. Public education is more 

oriented towards community 

outreach or CSR 

In order to make education a ‘key 
driver’ of the economy, Dr Suresh 
proposed education reform, in line 
with Prime Minister Tun Mahathir 
Mohamad’s views on education. He 
supported Tun Mahathir’s “Vision 
School” concept, recognising it as one 
of the best ways to facilitate 
integration. Dr Suresh also stressed on 
vocational training and English 
language as the key tools for education 
reform.  
 

 
Quality Human Capital for the 
Energy Industry 
With 28 years of experience in the oil 
and gas sector, Zulkifli Abd Rani 
discussed issues related to the 
development of quality human capital 
in the energy industry. He highlighted 
that as Malaysia approaches Vision 
2020, making the most out of its talent 
pool will be critical for the economy to 
move up the value chain, especially in 
the energy industry.  

 

 
Zulkifli pointed out that there is a 
syllabus mismatch in the current 
education system, commenting that 
universities are not providing courses 
that the industry wants. To solve this 
problem, universities must pursue 
industry collaboration instead of its 
current preoccupation with chasing 
rankings. He emphasised two things 
that need changing: mindset and 
leadership. 
 

Amending the Public and Private 
University Governing Acts  
In light of the recent general election, 
Prof Ghauth Jasmon spoke about 
Pakatan Harapan’s promised reforms 
of the education system. He began his 
talk by touching on Pakatan Harapan’s 
belief that education must be free, 
especially in public universities and 
institutes of higher learning. In 
addition, these institutions must also 
have autonomy to carry out their 
responsibilities. Using Universiti 
Selangor (UNISEL) as a case study, he 
highlighted how the university is 
currently adopting free education in 
stages, despite having to bear the 

“If Malaysia wants to progress as 
a whole, there is a need to make 
sure that no one is left behind.” 

Dr Suresh Marcandran 

“Vision 2020 is something that we 
cannot forget – how do we 

achieve 2050 if we cannot achieve 
2020?” 

Prof Zulkifli Abdul Rani 
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burden of debt from the previous 
administration. 
 
In reference to Pakatan Harapan’s 
manifesto commitment to ‘provide 
free quality educational opportunities’, 
Prof Ghauth also discussed the 
promised repeal of the Universities 
and University Colleges Act (AUKU) 
and other university governing acts. He 
stated that the repeal would foster 
creative, critical and analytical thinking 
among the younger generation, and 
further equip them with social, civic 
and leadership skills. This is in line with 
Pakatan Harapan’s Promise 28 to 
‘support a creative young generation 
that is free from oppression’. 
 

 
Prof Ghauth also raised the issue of 
integrity and acknowledged the 

challenges that are currently faced by 
both public and private universities. 
The solutions proposed by Prof Ghauth 
to address these challenges are: 

i. The university’s Board of 

Directors should be given 

autonomy and authority to 

appoint the university’s upper 

management – including the 

Vice Chancellor and Deputy 

Vice Chancellor posts – based 

on merit; 

ii. More funding is needed to 

support the free education 

concept. As government 

funding is limited, university 

management must be capable 

to raise money on their own; 

and 

iii. To not allow private 

universities to raise fees as 

they please, as students will be 

heavily in debt upon 

graduating.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

“There needs to be gradual 
change.” 

Tan Sri Professor Ghauth Jasmon 


