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1
Let me begin by thanking the Central Policy Unit for organising this Seminar on Education where we can share our views and experiences from several education systems in different parts of Asia that have, by tradition, put a heavy premium on education. Our systems have evolved over the decades to suit the different needs of our own social, political and economic development.  However, as we are drawn increasingly into the global economy, and as we find ourselves standing together at the threshold of the new knowledge era, we are faced with new challenges that call for new responses from all of us. 

2
The defining feature of a knowledge-based economy is the creative application of information and technology to generate new, useful knowledge, products and services. This constant generation and application of new knowledge and ideas will permeate all spheres of business, research, government, the community, and even work, leisure and the mundane aspects of daily-living.  How successfully we can respond to the challenges of this brave new world will greatly depend on how well we prepare our young for the tasks ahead.  It is against this background that I would like to share with you some of the latest developments in education in Singapore.

3
Our Mission, Vision and Goals

A little more than three years ago, we took a fundamental relook at our education philosophy and education system in Singapore. We began by reviewing the mission of our Education Service, our vision and goals.  We went on to review almost every aspect of our system and processes that have implications for achieving our goals. By now, we have more or less completed our review.  I understand that Hong Kong is also in the process of reviewing the aims of education, hence, let me begin by giving you a snapshot of the mission, vision and goals of education in Singapore as they may be of interest to you.  
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Our Education mission is Moulding the Future of Our Nation; it explains why we exists. The wealth of any nation lies in her people. In fact, investment in education or human resources is one important factor driving the economic successes of many Asian economies.  For the future, however, there can be no fixed formula for success.  Instead, we can only impart to our young the right values and attitudes, and help them develop the relevant skills and competencies so that they can identify the problems, find the best solutions and chart their own  destiny.  For the nation, the challenge is to ensure the continuous renewal and regeneration of both leadership and citizenry. 

5
As the Slide shows, our Mission is supported by two pillars.  The first comprises our vision and goals. The second pillar represents our organisational capacity.

6
Thinking Schools, Learning Nation paints a vision of where we are heading. Thinking Schools are true learning organisations; where staff and students are always asking questions, challenging assumptions, surveying professional developments, sharing and adapting effective practices, and generating new ideas to continually improve upon past achievements.  Thinking Schools are the cradle of thinking students and thinking adults.  A Learning Nation envisions a national culture and social environment that promotes lifelong learning.  The capacity of the populace to continually learn, for both professional development and personal enrichment, will determine our development into knowledge societies. 

7
Our goals in The Desired Outcomes of Education spell out what we want to achieve.  Educating our young for an uncertain future requires, ironically, a re-emphasis on fundamentals, i.e., developing people in the moral, cognitive, physical, social and aesthetic spheres. (德，智，体，群，美，) And since the individual has obligations and responsibilities to his family and community, from which he derives a sense of purpose and identity, we aim to nurture our young not only as individuals, but also as citizens.  Both aims are reflected in the Desired Outcomes of Education.

8
The second pillar represents our organisational capacity, how we can achieve the mission, and who will do what.  The approach to developing organisational excellence covers all the aspects of leadership, management, organisation, operation and motivation which are critical for the Education Service to fulfil its mission with excellence. The approach is people-centred, systems-oriented and “customer”-focussed.  Supervisors in education must lead and manage well.  To lead is to maintain focus on the mission, motivate and offer maximal support to the staff, and inspire by personal example.  To manage well is to demand high standards, encourage innovation and improvement, and seek effectiveness and efficiency in the use of resources.

Latest Developments
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9
Let me now move on to some of the latest developments since 1997 in primary and secondary education in Singapore.  I will touch on five areas: National Education, the Masterplan for Information Technology in Education, the Curriculum Review, developments in the Teacher Training System, and our new approach to School Appraisal.

National Education
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First, National Education.  Among other things, education must give our young a sense of the history of the country; and by this, I do not mean that we should give them facts and dates to memorise.  There are precious lessons to be learnt from history.  Singapore is a multi-racial, multi-religious society, and in our early years of self-government, we struggled through some years of social discord, tension and riots.  We are determined never to allow this to happen again.  It befalls our schools to impress upon our young the need to treasure and preserve social harmony.

11
In the next millennium, rapid globalisation will challenge our children’s sense of belonging to the nation and cause them to question even the raison d’être of citizenship.  Globalisation will increasingly allow people to seek opportunities all over the world.  The challenge is for our people to think global, but stay local; to take advantage of opportunities out there, and yet be firmly rooted to their home.  National Education also teaches our young to care for their fellow citizens, particularly the less privileged, and lays the foundation for active participation in national life when they grow up.  Currently, a Community Involvement Programme in schools requires every student to contribute at least six hours a year towards community work.  Many secondary schools exceed this target.

12
Schools deliver National Education in a variety of ways, through both the formal and informal curricula.  Different approaches and emphases are taken for different groups of students, taking into account what they can appreciate and identify with.  Programmes are designed to engender a sense of pride and belonging to the nation, and give our young a quiet confidence about the future.  

The Masterplan for Information Technology in Education
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Second, the IT Masterplan.  This is our attempt at preparing younger Singaporeans for a world which will be technology-driven, at home, at work and at play.  IT literacy will be a basic skill of future jobs.  The aim is not to teach our students word-processing, desktop publishing or web page design.  Specific IT skills imparted will only last for a short while, to be rapidly replaced by new skills required by emergent software; and some of the technology to be used in ten years’ time is probably non-existent today.  Instead, students will have to learn to be IT-savvy; they must be comfortable and confident in an IT environment and be able to pick up new skills and adapt along the way.

14
The IT Masterplan, when fully implemented in the year 2002, envisages 30% of curriculum time occurring in IT-enriched environments.  Every school will be given one computer for every two students. All schools will also be fully networked; they presently already have high speed, broad-band access to the internet via Singapore ONE, which is a bigger project to wire up the entire island.  Teachers and students will be able to extend their horizons beyond the classroom to access a world of knowledge and education resource on the world wide web.

15
But we miss the point if we imagine education technology to be about personal computers and the internet.  IT is only an enabler, albeit a powerful one, but it is not an end in itself.  Education technology must be harnessed to empower, not replace, sound pedagogy.  Also, teachers are critical to the use of IT in education.  They must be conversant with educational technology, and this requires a major shift in mindsets and attitudes.  A comprehensive training programme is in place to train each and every teacher in the use of education technology in the classroom.  About 9,500 teachers have been trained since 1997, with the remaining 13,000 teachers to be trained in the next two to three years.

The Curriculum Review
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Let me now turn to the matter of the curriculum review. For many years, our schools have attempted to teach too much content knowledge.  But we are now in an information age where new knowledge is daily being discovered, and vast amounts of knowledge are readily accessible.  Today, it is not knowing more that counts, but the ability to apply what we know that matters.

17
Since we can no longer teach our young everything, we must now make a conscious decision to separate the essential from the non-essential, and to impart thinking skills, learning skills and process skills so that our young can engage in lifelong learning.  However, a judicious balance must be achieved, because there is a danger of swinging to the other extreme of only teaching skills to the neglect of content.  The fact is thinking cannot occur in a vacuum; critical faculties require substance for analysis, creative abilities require basic content from which to synthesise and generate new knowledge and know-how.  

18
Singapore’s curriculum specialists are revising the curriculum in two stages.  The first involves identifying core content in each subject and ruthlessly trimming out peripheral content.  The core consists of fundamental principles and processes crucial to further study of the subject, knowledge required to introduce and illustrate main concepts and principles, and knowledge which raises awareness of real-world issues and problems.  This content reduction has already been completed.  This year, most subject syllabuses were cut by 10-30%.  The second stage is a more elaborate one where the curriculum is revised to infuse cognitive skills and incorporate the use of IT.  The curriculum specialists will be working with teachers and tertiary institutions to gain feedback from the ground.  The new syllabuses are expected to be phased in from 2001 onwards.

Creativity
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I would like to mention something about creativity, since it is a rather hot topic in current professional debate.  Creativity is a complex concept. It is not confined to the arts or humanities, or indeed, to any particular subject discipline.  Rather, it is a whole mindset of seeing possibilities, daring to be different, possessing courage to chase a hunch, having a willingness to try, fail, and learn from failure.

20
I am aware there is considerable difference in opinion about whether it is possible to teach creativity.  It can certainly be nurtured through a school culture and learning environment that inspires creativity rather than hinders it.  For our schools emerging from the past system and culture, this is a tall order indeed.  Most principals will have to learn how to harness the creativity of their staff to bring out, in turn, the creativity of their students.  One thing we do know is that, curricular changes will not work without systemic changes to methods of teaching, learning and assessing, including how the schools themselves are appraised.   

Review of the Teacher Training System
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The many initiatives we are introducing in education ultimately require teachers to implement them in schools.  The teacher is key to education reforms.  However, the ground has moved beneath the feet of our teachers, and their roles in society are changing – slowly but surely.  To help teachers cope with the challenges they face in preparing their charges for an uncertain future, I chaired a committee which reviewed the entire teacher training system in Singapore and proposed strategies to improve initial teacher-training and continual teacher education.

Initial Teacher Training
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Initial training for teachers is divided into two stages: foundation training at the National Institute of Education (Singapore’s teacher-training college) and induction training in schools.  As most trainee teachers spend only a year at the National Institute of Education, it is important for us to prioritise the things we teach in this short period.  We felt that developing the values, attitudes, and pedagogical instincts of our teachers is of the utmost importance at this stage of their training.    Content knowledge and further teaching skills can be accumulated and honed through continual education and training over the teacher’s entire career, but it is vital that we get the values and attitudes right from the start.

23
By values education, we mean a commitment to the mission of Education, an understanding and appreciation of the philosophy and evolution of our education policies, knowledge of national and regional issues, and commitment to the maximal development of every student and to their own professional and personal development.  Just like we have The Desired Outcomes of Education for students, my committee also drew up a set of desired outcomes of initial teacher-training which will henceforth guide the design and delivery of foundation teacher-training.

24
Schools will play a bigger role in the induction training of the new teachers.  To help them adjust to the multiple demands of being a teacher, and to induct them into the school culture, from next year onwards, all new teachers will be given only 80% of the normal responsibility load in their first year. They will also be mentored by the more experienced teachers.  

Continual Teacher Education

25
But just as doctors and engineers today have to continually upgrade themselves to remain relevant, teachers have to be involved in continual training to keep abreast of educational developments and effective classroom practices.  In fact, we should view initial and continual teacher training as part of the same continuum.

26
As a first step, we have opened up more opportunities for non-graduate teachers to pursue degree studies.  Our teachers are also entitled to 100 hours of training per year. Continual education will be increasingly delivered in modular form and through distance learning. Modules will be accredited towards higher professional certification and/or postgraduate qualifications.

School Appraisal
27
Lastly, I would like to describe our new approach to school appraisal.  In the past, school inspectors would appraise each school once every 5 years.  A team from the Ministry would go to the school and examine different aspects of school management and performance over one to two weeks.  Principals and teachers would devote much effort preparing for that period when the school as a whole would be assessed.  

28
When The Desired Outcomes of Education were published in 1998, we knew we had to change the way our schools are appraised to be in line with the stated outcomes.  Several serious questions confronted us at that time: how would schools know whether they had achieved the desired outcomes?  How would schools know what they are capable of, and if they have done their best?

29
We have decided to adopt a quality assurance approach to school appraisal based on self appraisal.  Self appraisal is the primary mechanism that will drive school improvement and maintain good quality education in our schools.  Indeed, it is the very essence of Thinking Schools as learning organisations.  The appraisal process requires schools to continually question current practices and move them to be the best they can be.
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The new quality assurance approach to school appraisal strikes a balance between results and processes in education.  The aim is not merely good results, but sustainability of the good results.  And sound processes are what will assure sustained results.  Schools will assess themselves in terms of approach (how outcomes are to be achieved), deployment (extent to which approach is applied) and results (degree of achievement of outcomes from applying the approach).  

31
IT will be harnessed to enable schools to make accurate assessments of their school situation and make informed decisions for improvements.  Two computerised systems - a School Appraisal System and a SchoolPic System - will allow schools to appraise themselves based on a set of criteria developed by the Ministry of Education.  They will know how they stand relative to other schools with similar student profiles and governance structures. The School Excellence Model will be field-tested middle of this year, and will be implemented for all schools in the year 2000.  External appraisal of schools based on this approach will start one year after that, and schools will be validated once every 5 years on average.  
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Linked to the School Excellence Model is an award system for schools.  There are three levels of awards – the first level comprises the Achievement Awards given to schools for the current year’s achievements. The second level comprises the Sustained Achievement Award and Best Practices Award which reflect the school’s ability to sustain good processes and outcomes over a number of years. The apex of awards will be the School Excellence Award which gives recognition to schools for excellence in both educational practices and outcomes.  We are currently working out the criteria and assessment methods for the secon dlevel and apex awards. 

33
As many of you would know, we rank our secondary schools and junior colleges in Singapore. This will continue alongside the above scheme of Awards.  Ranking of schools has resulted in keen, healthy competition amongst our schools, leading to steady improvements to national O- and A-level results.   Parents become aware of the performance of various schools, particularly with regard to how much “value-addedness” they bring to their students. All these have helped them make informed choices as to which schools to send their children.

Conclusion
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I have given you a brief overview of the latest developments in education in Singapore.  I listened to the other speakers with great interest and look forward to a discussion on how we can draw new ideas and learn from each other’s experiences.  After all, those of us involved in education owe it to our young to do our very best for their benefit.

35
Thank you.
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