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LEARNING CURVE

INJECTING 'SOUL INTO STEM

KADEMI Sains Malaysia co-
Ankrga nised the recent Global
esearch and Development

{R&D) Leaders and CEOs Forum themed
Injecting Soul into R&D with the Minis-
try of Science, Technology and Innova-
tion and Higher Education Ministry. It
was a timely event as the promotion of
Science and Technology (S&T) as envis-
aged in the country's education policy
has taken on new dimensions. Innova-
tlom has come into the

devoid of its roots, for example, without
being well-grounded in the philosophy
and history of science, The tendency is
tointerpret STEM menely as a utilitarian
tool governed by the laws of economics,
mainly for wealth creation. The intellec-
tual and academic ramifications, espe-
cially in the realm of ethics, are virtu-
ally neglected, therefore the need for a
"soul” so that the study of STEM is not
narrowly conceived and goes beyvond the
mechanistic aspects of

picture, and S&T has
become STI.

More recently, Sci-
ence, Technology.
Engineering and Math-
ematics (STEM) is being
popularised. While it
was initially known as
SMET — a different per-
mutation of the same
disciplines — it did not
gain popularity because
it has negative connota-
tions in some cultures,
Notwithstanding this,
the expanded cluster of disciplines as
defined by STEM is reportedly more
relevant to workforce development and
for improving competitiveness over
a broader spread as demanded by the
market. But tosdme, given the emerging
demands of lifelong learning, and late-
ly, life-wide learning, STEM Is still not
broad encugh as a meaningful knowl-
edge base, Itis said to be metaphorically

scfence alone, Thereisa
need to break down the
wall between the sci-
ences and non-scienc-
es [especially manage-
ment, arts, humanities
and social sciences).

In this regard, it is
imperative that STEM
be enlarged to STEAM
as the former is said to
not only mirror more of
the previous century's
disciplinary cluster
with a bias towards the
mathematical-physics construct but it
is also devoid of biological-based con-
tributions. Oxford University, forexam-
ple, prefers STEMM to STEM, where the
additional M is for Medical sciences —
apening a small window to the biclogi-
cal world of 21st century learning.

Ontheother hand, STEAM takesinto
consideration notonky the disciplinarity
ofSclence and Technology (covering the

various sub-disciplines), but also that
of Environment, Ethics and Economics
vital tothe learning and practices of S&T
today. It alsotakes Aesthetics (including
art, culture and nature, i.e. biologically-
based) and Management (including pol-
icy and governance) into consideration.
Such an interdisciplinary approach will
further enrich the study of science and
its role in nation-building.

It is clear that STEM is too narrow
and compartmentalised to match what
STEAM has to offer. Viewed in a differ-
ent way, STEAM isa more balanced and
knowledge-based in meeting the com-
plex demands of the 21st century.

It is still not consldered sufficiently
diverse and interdisciplinary in the con-
text of Injecting the “soul® The cry of
*education without a soul” has reached
a crescendo lately so much sothat it has
even captured the interest of the Min-
istry of Science, Technology and Inno-
vaiion as evident In the forum which
highlighted that R&D should not be
motivated by economic and commercial
gains, without paying adequate atten-
tion to seeking sustainable solutions to
the issues faced by the "bottom billion®.

The urgency to find a “soul” in R&D
cannot be underestimated as it is high
time to create a platform for enlight-
ened change-makers and stakeholders
to pave the way forward. Thisraisesthe
stakes in rethinking STEM for reasons
argued above.

Indeed, even STEAM may not be

enough to build a case in search of a
“goul”, without taking into account
a space for it to be embraced, namely
of religio-ethical dimension. This can
be represented by inserting “R” to cre-
ate the acronym — STREAM — where
religio-ethical features promingntly in
line with the notion of ethics and spir-
ituality spelt out as one of six student
aspirations in the Malaysia Education
Elueprint. This will give the big pic-
ture where S&T denotes aspirations
that focus on knowledge in general;
R&E stands for ethics and spirituality;
and A&M for leadership and bilingual-
ism as well as national identity with
Higher Order Thinking Skills cutting
across the board. With this interdisci-
plinary approach, a more wholesome
education could be designed that could
be translated into R&D as an ethos for
more impactiul actions towards achiev-
ingsocio-economic transformation and
sustainable development goals with a
clear“consclence”, Afterall, the human
conscience is generally regarded as the
voice of a soul with humility. Lao Tzu
said: "All streams flow to the ocean
because It is lowerthan they are. Humil-
ity gives ocean its power.” That ocean
could be the well-integrated STREAM
powered by humility.

The writer is honorary professor at the Uni-
versity of Nottingham and Chair of Leader-
ship at Universiti Sains [slam Malaysia. Email
him at education@nst.com.my
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