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The educational history and practices of the Republic‘

of Singapore, prefaced by a description of the inception of -the
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stens from the republic's multiracial society which requires equal
education opportunities for all four official language gre¢vps--Malay,
Chinese, Tamil (Indian), and English. The information presented in
this paper provides material for a case study approach to gducatlon
in a multiracial society. (JH).
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PREFACE

While on Sabbatical leave from the State University of New York at
'Stony Brook during the 1973-1974 academic year, Prcfessor Shi Ming Hu studied
social, cultural and educational developments :in Southeast Asia. This field-
based research included the analysis of primary source documents, interviews
with Asian educators, and an extensive series of school visitations. Dr. Hu
is currently preparing a number of manuscripts describing and analyzing con-
temporary educational developments in Southeast Asia. This particular manuscript
focuses on Singapore.

From a small island fishing v1llage which Sir Thomas Stanford Raffles
made a possession of the British East India Company in 1819, to a self-governlng
independent republic (1965), Singapore has developed a multi-racial society
which reflects its historical evolution. "

The Republic of Singapore, as a matter of government policy provides
equal educational opportunities in the nation's four official languages--Malay,
Chinese, Tamil (Indian) and English--with parents free to choose the particular
language used as the medium of instruction.

The "editor believes that this manuscript will provide social studies

educators with material for a unique case study of one nation's approach to edu-—-
cation in a multi-racial society.

Stony Brook, New York oo . . ‘
AHA/HEP Occasxonal Paper ; : E. Seifman (General Editor)
197h : ‘ : '




Singapore is onelof thg.smailest island states in the“
world, located at thé_tip of Malay pennisula. The shell-like
islénd is only 225 sq. mi;es, surrounded by many smaller is-
lands, and linked by a Causeway over. Johore Strait to the pen-
nisuia; Because of the recent political development and thé
inc;easebof international sea and air traffic, Singapore has
become a more familiar and interesting spot in Southeast Asia.

Many sources indicate tﬁaﬁ the present—day history of
Singépore began with Sii Thomas Stanford Raffles, a talented

'4Eng1ish man, who made an island fisﬁing village of about 500

inhabitants as a possession ¢f the British East ;ndiaycompany
) in 1819.1 The new settiement grew steadily but rapidly; in
1826, Singaporé joined Penang and Malaca (both afé now cities
on Malay pennisula)} to form the Straits Settlements; it be-
came a Crown Colony in 1867 and,gradually,éame'under Brit;sh
proteétion. The colonial status @f Sihgaporé continued until
the Japaneég occupation &uring‘the second woyrld War'inllg42.

As sooﬁ'as the war was overin 1945} Singépore ;é;urned
as onefof the Britiéh cbléﬂies with a civil government resto;ed
in 1946. Nine yea:s léter (1955), Singépore'was able to achieve
a limited self-govéfnment, énd obtained‘a complete internal self-

government with the People's Action’ Party, of which Lee Kueﬁ-Yew

was (and is) the leader; Lee met with Tunku Abdul Rahman (the




frime Minister of Malay) in 1961.to discuss a proposal of
'creatihg a federation of Malaysia. The proposal was realized
in 1963 and the Féderation bf Malaysia consisting of Malay,
Singépore{ Sarawak, and Sabah was formally proclaimed in Sept.
1983. .

Theoretically and geographically, the‘Fedération of Ma-~
Laysia to include Singapore was justified; but in practice,
because cf the complexity of human relationship, the plan qould
not be carried out satisfactorily. Aftef a short péripd of two
yearS, Singapore was seperated‘from the Federation of Malaysia
headed by Tunku Abdul Rahman, who "was afraid of Lée}s ambi-
tiqns and he chose to face a future without Singapore rather
thaﬁ risk political eCclipse in Singapore's éhadow."z'singapqre.
has thus; become a self-governing indepeﬁdénf‘reéubiic; the
. twenty-second member.Of the COmmonwealfh, since August, 1965.

The complexitf of human réléti@nship not only led to tﬁe
sepefation of Singapore from the Federation of Malaysia, but to
- create quitea string of social difficulties;for its leader, Lee
Kuen-Yew to surmount durihg the.firét few yﬁars of his.power
becausg of the multi-racial mixturg on the igiand.

The early population in Singapore ihclgaed mainiy Malay
and Chinese (the origin of these peéples will ho£ be elaborated

here because of the nature of this paper); plus a few European



explorers. Over one and a_haif ééntury, the’pépu;atioﬁ has
enéompassed approximately 2.15vmilli6n people made up of Chine.e

"~ (about 1,512,Q0b), Maiay and Indonesians (nearly 300,000), Indians
and Pakistanis (about 160,000); Ceylonese, Napalese, Thai, Japan—l
ese, Fillipinqsp Afabs, Jews, Eurasians, and Europeans (all ﬁhese
totaled'up to'aﬁout 65,000).3' As- a result of thé increasing
tradgs, immigrants have been dbntinuousfy btought.ﬁo Sihgapore

to the present,ti@e. Naturally each group brings along its own
traditions and culture, that in turn form a rathef unigue im-
migrant culture of multi-races in Singapore. However, the.
statistics aléne seem to offer a logical base for many policies
and practices in Sinéapo:e tq achieve racial harmony. In other
words, most of the decisions are ﬁésed upon three major ethnic.
gréupsf;chinese,fMalay, and‘Indian. |

| in addition, one other~e1;ment which ﬁas always played a
decisive role in Singapore is "English background" derived from
thg.long-term British colonization rather than the.numbér cf

' English people. People in Sihéaporé still feel more comfort-
.abie with~ﬁngiish education, céftificate'and examinations;

sporté and games, énd Epglisﬁ'with "ﬁritish mccent;ﬁ which

seems to éarry cerfain unwritteﬁ pfestiga passed down from
pre&idus édlonialyofficials. ' |

In éducation, the trend of toward guarternity is fairly



'evidént, as it is clearly stated that "The‘goverﬁﬁenf provides
education in the four cfficial languages of Malay; Chinese, N
Tamil (Indian), and English to all regérdless of race, langhagé,
religion, séx; and socio-economic backéround. Paréhts are free
te choosé the language to Be used as the medium of instruction
for their children's education. Whatever the language chosen,
the government's policy of parity.of tr;atmgnt for Ehe four
language stream; ensures that the standards.concerniné cur-
ricula and staff ére_éomparable, that physicallfacilities and
financial provisions are identical, and that acadeniic and pro-
fessional quélificatiohs obtained on compietion of courses in
the various language.sﬁfeams are equally acceptable for higher
eduqation aﬁd fbr employﬁéht.ﬁ4

| ;n-ofder to implement this policy, the government makes
provisions for schools in four' official languages--Malay, Tamil,
Cﬁinese, and Engiish,-operated as either govérnment scﬁoois or
government-aided sdhools.* (Thére are also a Véry small number
of brivafe primary and Sedondary schools existing in Singapbre;
they qu, have to comply With professioﬁal ana administrative

recuirements prescribed by the Ministry of Education.)

—

*rhe government schocls are completely financed by the
government while the government-aided schools are supported
by the government only in staff salaries and allowances, and
50% for their'develqpment'as well as per capita grant for
recurrent costs based upon student enrollment.
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According to the government soufces,'the educational

system now in opéfation can be illustrated by the following
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The entire educational .system includes pre-school, primary

-

educatiqn; secondary-eduéation, éost-secondary éducatiop, adulfd
éducation, and special -educaticn for handicapéed children. Thev
goverament ihtgnds to havg all child?en get at least ten years
of education, but right now free educatioh is limitea to the
primary levei and @fférs to Singaéore’citizens only.

Upon cdmpletion of six.years of primary education, the
students take Primary School Leaving ﬁxamination (PSLE), which
is the first “"cut-off" on the education ladder. With PSLE, the
students may go to.the secondary school, the duration of which
is four years, at the end of the secqndary schocl, the students
come to anotherl"cut—off;" officially termed as Singapore-
Cambridge General(Cerﬁificate of Eduéation ordina£y Level'Examina-
ﬂtioﬁ.. For'those étudents_whé aim at uhiversities, they go on for
a two-~year pré-uniVeréitylcourses;‘at the eﬁd of this period,
| again‘they sit in for Higher Schooi Ceftificafe (HSC), which_
ehables them to go to thebuniQersities in Singapore of abroad
in mqst of thé.COmﬁonweaith States.

Th;'so—called post—seéondary education offers technical and
industrial training}_itftakes in sécondary stﬁdents who finish
their féur-yeér study at the secondary school in either technical
of commercial streamL (Secondary sch;ols geﬁerally offer three

programs: academic, technic¢al, and commercial; all three programs
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- share the basic courses in the firét'twd Yeérs, but offer dif-
ferent courses with emphasis on their own program in the later
two years,)

The adult education prdvides opportunit&-for studénts who
fail in PSLE and are 14 years.old orwolder, to have:a two=~year -

~ vocational education andbfor those who are &quing but need
certain commercial or technical courses.

At the higher education level, there are only two uni-
versities (University of Singappfe and Nanyang University), a
Teachers Training College, two techpical colleges (ﬁgée Aﬁn
Technical College; and-éingap;re Polytechnic), and oné in-
stitute (Singapore Technical Iﬁstitute). -

Because éf-this quarternity principle in éducafional.
policy; curricﬁlum and teaching‘became one of the most'fof-
midaﬁie tasks for educators to deal with iﬁ.singapore; problenms

such as unity to ensure standards and flexibility to adjust to

_each ethnic group are enormous and difficult to resolve. Ac-

P
-—

cording to some Singapore educators, an Advisory Committee

"

*] . ,
. Except of the two universities (as mentioned previously),
all the other institutions of higher education take secondary

school graduates who have completed courses in technical stream.

*_2 .' C
: Referred to the principals and teachers, whom the author
» spoxu with when she visited schools in Singapore in Jan., .1974.




~on. Curriculum Develoi:ment ‘made’ up cf teachers, principals,

inspectors of school, and other specialists in education, was
3 ’

formed in 1969 to research, to recommend, and to supervise
implementations on the matter of 'cuvrr.iculum. At the present

time,.there are common syllabuses in the four official langu4

ages, Take primary and secondafy schools as an example, the

required subjects are as follows:‘5

The Primary School Curriculum

) No. of hours spent per weekh
SUBJECTS i i ———
: - PnI8l Frld Y Fuve il
. - A_-ﬂ,
First Langusge . 6Z 61 53 5% - |
National | anguage — 1 % Z
Second Language 31 31 3 33
History = 13 11 12
Geography = 11 13 13
Science 13 1% 22 2%
Mathematics = . 3 ar 1 )
Art, handwork .
and needlework 2 13 j1 13
Music ' 1 "1 %
Civics ' _ ER 3 % 2
Physical €ducation _ 13 ‘ .1-} 11 11
Health Education’ ‘ _;"" 3 1 1 1
Assembly ' 3 3 3 3
PRI TL et
" TOTAL: . 202 22, | 2281 241

e .



The Common Secondary I and II curriculum

‘i - S No. of hours per week”
Subjects o - Bors ‘ G
Taking Technical Not taking .
subjects , Tec‘hnical subjects

-Eirst Language and Literature ' 5 ! 5 . ‘ 5
'Second_l_-anguage | - 3% 33 | - 3%
Nationa! Language - :1i | - o l' “1'1'
Mathematics S ' 3% - 3% 3
General Science " 32 . 32 - 32

{ Physical Eduication 1 T BERTS

§ Civics | 2 z .%

:As§e|;nblv \ £ i 2

'. Hist.c:ry )

) 23 23 24 -

-; Geography) p

H'orﬁe Eéonomics - —_ 12 ' **3

lart and Crafts 13 (IR R F

Music{Siﬁging 2 Z | Z

;;feﬁhni.cal Drawing | 1% _ '1% | : "'(1%).

; Metalwork ‘ ) | | ‘

z Woodwork ; -3 | "3  ',—- o
:;'Basib Electricity; | ‘
,' Total .28 28" | 2 |

*“ Minor adjustments are made by schools where necessary,
*** Normaliv outside school hours.

*** The priiz.pal has the discretion to allocate the time to history and beagraphy or to any other subject other
than general scrence and home econorniics. . ; . , ' )

"ERIC

PAkuiText provided by exic [



The Revised Seco'rid.a.r.y IIT and IV
_Curriculum--Technical Stream.

: ' Periods® Hours
Subjects . per per
‘ ' week . week

A. Compulsory examination subjects - 26 16%

|
First Language
Second Language
Technical Crawing
Elemernitary Mathematics
5. - Physics or Physical Science or
* . Engineering Science

OhwWN =

B. Compulsory non-examination subjects » 6 . A3

Civics/Current Affairs . 2)
Physical Education . . 2)
Assembly Ta'ks - 1)

. Musical Appreciation/Singing 1)

BWN

C. Eiective examination subjects 9 6

Additional Mathematics
Physica! Science®*
Engineering Science.
Phycics

Chemistry

Woodwork®**

Metalwork"**

Electricity and Electronics**®*

Literature/Histoiy/Geography

©ONO G WM

TOTAL: ' : 41 - 26

* A period will last 35 or 40 minutes.
** €2 may not be taken with C4 or C5.

*** One only of C6, C7 and C8 must be taken.




The Revised econda;y,III and IV
Curriculum--Non-Technical Stream

» Subjects * -} Periods per week Hours per week

A. Compulsory examination subjects 26 163

First Language

_ Second Language
Literature or History or Geography
A Science subject or Health
Science or Home Economics
Elementary Mathematics*

o hONS

B. Compulsory non-examinatior. subjects 6 ' 33

1. Civics/Current Affairs 2)
2. Physical Education _ 2)
3. Assembly Talks 1)
4. Musical Appreciation/Singing ’ 1)

‘C. Elective examination subjects** 9 6
Literature :
Geography

History

Bible Knowledg=s""**

islamic Roligious Knowledae

Third Language
Additicnal Mathematics
General Science
Physical Science =«
Physics

Chemistry

Biology o .
Art and Crafts ' o -
Music

Nezdlework and Dressmaknno
Cockery

General Housecraft

Health Science

Commercial Studies sus
Commerce

Principles of Accounts ;

N = o e d e d e d = '
PCLINOIOAPWNLOOOINIOAWN=S

N
-—

Total . = ' 41 26

* Elemcencary mathematics is optional for students taking a total of 6 examination subjects.
** Spacial approval is required fur 3 electives. Furthiermare, not more than 2 science subjfects (including AJ}
are to be taken.
*** Cdnay not be taken with C5.
#C8 may not be taken with C9.
181 C9 may not be tiken with C8 or C10 or CII N S i

. Q _mmC79mJ'/_norbe taken with €20, , '
ERIC T

Aruntoxt provided by Eic:

-
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In view of fhe‘prescribed éoursés shswn on the tables
above, a few‘empﬁases seem to be pateﬂt. First of all, it_i57
the emphasis on language which is necessary for people to com-
municate with each other, aﬁd to ease conflict among them in
such a multi-racial society like Singapore.' In fact, the
leader of Singaporé, Lee kuen—Yew himself is éuite awére of
this imperative skill.for a successful political career, and
has thus leérned the languages of the major ethnic groups. Thel
emphasis on language is generally éarried'out bilingually in
most schools, and the students are introduced to two or three
languages beginning»at the primary level.

| Secondly, the stress on technology is rather okservable
iq;many secondary schools. Often-the visitors are firs£ taken
to the workshops in the school by its principal or director of
the workéhop to see the eguipments and work of the studenﬁs.

Most secondary schools are equipped with wood and metal work-

.shobs, but the electrical workshop is often shared among schools

in order to save the expensive installment cost, and to make the

~ best use of the machine with less idling hours. - . .

The schedule shows 4% hours of workshop and technical
drawing out of 28 hours per week of total studies for the first
two years for boys (technical or non-technical stream) and girls

(only in technical stream). .During‘thesé two years, the students



»’,

learn to. use basic_ tools and designing, in wood work, metal work,

and electrical work. For the next two years (the last two years

- of secondary school), if the boys choose to be in technical

stream, and the girls who continue in technical stream, they

will have more workshop in wood, metal, and electricity. There-~

fore, after four years of secondary education, the youngsters

" will be able to do basic wood, metal, and electrical work in

the factory in case that they are unable to go on for“higher
education.

Thirdly, examinations at each level-~Primary School Leaving
Examination, Singapors-Cambridye General Certificate of Edﬁcation
ordinary Level Examination, and Higher Sdhodl Certificate, are
seriously administered. '"Pass or fail" is a matfer of pride
and future which‘the students, parents, and teachérs aré very

mach concerned with, because no one feels comfortable when cne

loses face.

Uaualiy the numbers of "pass and fail" for certain examina-
tion in each school'(generally disclosed publicly on the paper),

isfregarded as the indicator of its reputation. In addition,

]
administering such examinations seems to have another mission,

i.e., to ensure the standard of education, whether it works

that way or not. -
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The government of the Republic of Sinéapofe haé indeed
made great effort, tﬁrough education, to build a cohesive multi-
racial society, to train technical and .industrial manpower to
meet Ehe'needs of the rapid developing industry, and to incul-
cate inithe.youné mind social consciousness and civic-mindedness
for its national pride, which the govef;ment is eager to build
up in hope of eliminating racial identity for a real “Singa-

porean,"
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