Article (The Straits Times)
Panel wants Pri 4 streaming scrapped 

Radical ideas at 'Remaking Singapore' meet include call for review of bilingual policy and easing up of rules on politics. By Tan Tarn How (14 Aug 2002)

A SACRED cow in education - streaming - could be slaughtered if some people looking at ways to remake Singapore have their way. While acknowledging that streaming, introduced in 1979, has allowed pupils to study at their own pace and helped them to go further in school, they are concerned that streaming at Primary 4 is done too early, is too exam-based and may be socially divisive. They have proposed refining the system to let pupils take subject modules of varying difficulty, covering both academic and non-academic subjects, and sit for examinations when they are ready. The suggestion to scrap streaming was among two dozen proposals tossed up when about 100 people on the sub-committees of the Remaking Singapore Committee met at a retreat last month.

Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong set up the Remaking Singapore Committee in February under Minister of State for National Development Vivian Balakrishnan to study how Singapore can be changed politically, socially and culturally to face new challenges. Those at the retreat included professionals, community leaders, members of non-government organisations and MPs. Their discussions centred on politics, education, family, women, arts, sports, the environment and the social compact.

The Straits Times obtained a copy of the retreat report, which lists radical proposals to reinvent Singapore, including calls for fundamental and wide-ranging reversals of policies on political suspicion and racial and gender discrimination. Apart from streaming, another education policy that drew attention was the bilingual policy which requires all children to study their mother tongue language. The group has called for a review of the policy to allow children to choose a second language irrespective of their race.

Two proposals urge the Government to stop being wary of citizens who organise themselves and to limit the use of the Internal Security Act against only certain threats. Retreat participants want the Societies Act revised to make it easier for groups to register or for the Companies Act to be extended to cover non-profit companies. To make it easier for people to take part in politics and contest elections, they suggested delinking the review of electoral boundaries from elections, and reducing the $13,000 deposit for election candidates. The retreat called for a review of laws on expression, to create a better environment for political, social and artistic discussion. It also wanted the courts to be given more power to review government decisions in order to protect rights and freedoms - for example, to ensure that the Internal Security Act is used only against threats to national security and not against social or political activism.

Other proposals included calls to: 

· Give the same benefits to the families of men and women civil servants; 
· Form an independent commission to look at race and religion issues, including giving minority groups a way to take action against discrimination. 
· Give Singapore citizenship to a child as long as one parent is Singaporean. 

Balancing strengths and weaknesses

INSTEAD of a streaming examination for all 10-year-olds, how about teaching different subjects by modules instead?  The suggestion: Let pupils pace their learning by studying subjects at different levels depending on their ability, strengths and weaknesses. For example, a child who is good in mathematics but weak in English could study mathematics at a more advanced level and do English at a lower level.

Different children would, therefore, take a longer or shorter time to complete their education, and will sit for examinations when they are ready. Although this was a suggestion tossed up by the Remaking Singapore retreat participants, they also recognised that there might be problems. For example, the module system might end up keeping some children in school for too long. Pupils and parents may not be ready to 'customise' their own education and the change might well result in even more stress. Also, there may not be enough resources, such as teachers, to maintain such a system of learning.

Question: What are the advantages and disadvantages of streaming? To what extent should streaming be carried out in Singapore’s education system?
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School system good and fair, says Rear-Adm Teo (Oct 29, 2001)
THE education system here is recognised internationally as a good one that is tailored to students of different abilities, Education Minister Teo Chee Hean said yesterday. It is also changing into one that emphasises creative thinking, he added.

Rear-Admiral (NS) Teo, who was at a walkabout with People's Action Party candidate Ong Ah Heng in Nee Soon Central, was responding to the opposition's criticism of the education system.

It had charged that the class size was too big, that there was a bias towards bright students and that students were not creative.

Said Rear-Adm Teo: 'Our education system is a good one, it's recognised not just by our people, but by people all over the world as well. Many visitors come here to see what we're doing in our schools.' He pointed out that steps had already been made to emphasise creativity. We're moving towards more creative thinking, more open- ended questions in exams and we're introducing new things like biotechnology in schools,' he said. 'We're looking 20, 30 years ahead.'

He dismissed allegations that the system was unfair and favoured bright students, and said: 'We have the gifted system which develops children who come from all kinds of socio-economic backgrounds. Children who are bright have the opportunities to expand, and children who are weaker have the learning support programme.'

Rear-Adm Teo reinforced his points later at a PAP rally held at the Tampines Stadium. He said the learning support programme had 'achieved tremendous success in helping our weaker students'. The opposition knew it, he said, but have 'kept quiet about it' because 'it's inconvenient for them.'

Rear-Adm Teo criticised them for using education to create envy among Singaporeans. He told the crowd: 'You should be happy and proud that your neighbour's child makes it and does well.' 

But instead, the opposition was trying to make them envious and jealous 'in order to make political capital out of it'.

'Don't let them do it to you,' he advised. 'This is not the kind of politics we want to create in Singapore. We don't want education to be used and politicised in this way.' He also drew an analogy between sports and education, saying: 'We all understand that to get a World Cup football team or to develop U.K.Shyam, we need to invest.'

At the World University Games in Beijing, runner U. K. Shyam broke C. Kunalan's 33-year national record for the 100m sprint. He finished first in the heats of the sprint, clocking 10.37 sec and shaving 0.01 sec off Kunalan's timing. Sportsmen with potential like Shyam need to be found and developed, said Rear-Adm Teo, who added: 'When we develop them, we are not denying anybody else the opportunity to play football or denying anybody else an opportunity to run.' 

The same needs to be done for education, he said. 'We give our best students the opportunity to excel...we want Nobel Prize winners just like we want World Cup winners.'

Activity:
Question: To what extent is the Singapore system ‘good and fair’? Conduct a research on the Singapore’s education system to justify or rebut this statement.
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Next change: More choice in the classroom, please 

by Tracy Quek and Jane Lee 
GIVE us more choice. 

That sums up the sentiments of the people interviewed. They want more choice not just in the subjects being offered in school, but also in the way students are taught and examined. 

Their pet peeve: The system turns out cookie-cutter students.

What they want: More creative ways of teaching children who may not do well in their studies but have other strengths, such as being good in dance or sports. What those interviewed also want: Less emphasis on examinations and more on the 'intangibles', such as creativity, leadership skills and emotional well-being. All nine were full of praise for the high standard of the education system and its rich resources. They think the system prepares the majority of students adequately for working life.

But as Mrs Carmee Lim, 62, who used to be the principal of Raffles Girls' School, puts it: 'About 80 per cent of the kids do learn under the current system. But there's still 20 per cent who can't as they have a different learning style. We're not catering to kids with a different learning style.'

Teaching methods are too worksheet-based and she thinks that schools can put in more effort to make lessons more interesting. For example, instead of having a teacher drone on and on about historical facts, he can ask students to write a rap or a skit on what they have read. 

Madam Marina Tay, president of the high-IQ society, Mensa, goes one step further. Why not convert some co-curricular activities, such as ballet or robotics, into electives that count towards a student's grade? She thinks that schools should offer a wider range of subjects, so students are not too hemmed in by set subject combinations. Her reasoning: Give children something they are interested in and they will be motivated to do well in it. 'And when they do well, they'll naturally become more confident of themselves and not be so stressed,' she added. 'If all they do is worry about whether they can pass the next exam, we'll end up with a country of neurotics.'

Drawing on her own experience, 19-year-old Institute of Technical Education student Eliza Soh said: 'When I was in the Normal (Technical) stream, I did basic subjects, such as science and mathematics. There were no humanities at all - no history, no geography.'I missed out on so much!' 

Mr Robin Ong, 41, principal of Yuhua Primary, would like parents to spend more time with their children and have more realistic expectations about what they can or cannot do in school. He pointed out that some parents seem to think that their child's sole responsibility is to do well in examinations. 'Everything else is taken care of by others. The maid looks after the pet hamster, Mummy picks up the toys and they don't do any chores around the house. 'So children grow up thinking that there will always be other people who will pick up after them.'
Activity:

Question: If you were the Education Minister, what would you change? What are your views on the education system and what you want changed?
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We're special people, don't forget about us 
THIS is an open letter to the Government and Singaporeans, from Duane Goh, an autistic person born that way. I am writing this letter through my dad because I am a Special Person unable to write comprehensively for myself. 

I am writing because I am very happy that the Prime Minister himself said that he can accept even a homosexual because that person was born that way. So I ask: Can the Prime Minister accept me because I was also born 'that way' - not a gay, but an autistic.  If the Prime Minister and everyone else can accept me, then may I ask why the educational privileges given to all children are not extended to people like me in the special schools. Why the Sars kit given to all schoolchildren is not given to children who are like me? My 'whys' go on and on.

After all, I did not ask to be autistic or handicapped intellectually. I may behave differently from other people, but I do it openly and there is no secret about it. I pose no danger to others as I just talk to myself - I cannot help it, it's the autistic part of me. And yet people think that I am some kind of a spook and shun me.

I am usually a very happy person and when I think of funny things, I laugh - and I am not even aware that people around me look at me with disdain. I am glad that I don't know much about what people are saying about me or I may no longer laugh but cry myself to death. Sometimes I wonder why my parents look so sad and troubled and embarrassed whenever I do some of the things that I mentioned when I am out in public. The things I do openly, I hope I could do privately one day, then perhaps everyone might accept me the way I am. I know that I am a full citizen of Singapore and yet I am not treated equally. But I am still a happy person, loving my country and hoping that my country in turn will love me because I was born the way I am.

GOH KIM JOO on behalf of son DUANE 

______________________________________________________________________________________________
My son can't live here 
I AGREE with the letter, 'Don't overlook the needs of the handicapped' (ST, July 10). Having brought up a son who is born with a spinal defect, I would like to share the challenges he faced. 

He was born a spina bifida. We lived abroad the first 10 years of his life and the schools he attended were not special schools for the disabled. My husband and I felt that as there was nothing wrong with his brains, he should be attending school with other able-bodied children. All the schools he attended had no special disability access but the principals and teachers had a heart. They never allowed his disability to be an issue and provided my son with the same opportunities as any able-bodied person. They just dealt with the physical obstacles as they arose.

Little did we expect to experience the biggest challenge when we returned to Singapore in 1988. The schools we approached all said that they did not have the right facilities and so could not take him. We then approached United College of SE Asia, which took him in for six years till he entered university. While it too did not have facilities for the physically disabled, it was willing to cope with having him. He attended Outward Bound and even went sailing although his programme was slightly adapted, given his disability. He did his social-service stint to fulfill International Baccalaureate course requirements and did almost everything the other students were expected to do. As parents, my husband and I are eternally grateful for the opportunities the school and teachers gave him. 

Then came his university education in 1995. The National University of Singapore was also not accessible to the disabled. So he had to choose Mckintosh School of Architecture, University of Glasgow, Scotland. It had the barest disability access and he was the only student physically disadvantaged. Again, it willingly removed obstacles as it came across them.

My son is 26 years old now and has a master's degree in architecture and is in the process of completing his final professional year abroad. He has been offered a position in a large Scottish firm. Building Accessibility is his favourite subject for obvious reasons. Guess what, although his employers in Glasgow are occupying a building under conservation, they continue to go out of their way to find ways of giving him better accessibility.

Today my son lives by himself, uses a wheelchair supplemented with leg and body braces. He works as an architect, drives and shops and is independent. He returns to Singapore yearly and continues to be challenged by all the obstacles presented by the Singapore transport system, among other things. He is even unable to obtain disability parking without a lot of hassle, when in Britain he is granted disability parking permanently. In Singapore, they do not make it easy, even with a medical report from doctors to support the application.

I feel very sad that he could live a life of dignity and independence in a foreign country when he is unable to do so in his own. With our small family unit, it will be great to have our children with us as we grow old. How can I expect him to live in Singapore if it is so very inaccessible? So, come on Singapore, give the disabled a chance, spare a thought for them. The disabled are people too; all they want is a chance to become self-reliant.

CHEAH CHEW PING (MS) 

______________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LOT OF THE HANDICAPPED
Help needed to cope with two autistic sons 
Two of our three children have Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Our greatest challenge is to equip them well, in social skills and academically, so as to help them function well in society.

We were overseas for eight years because of my husband's posting. Our eldest son was diagnosed with ASD then. Schooling was always a problem for him as early as pre-school because the teachers there did not have any training in ASD; some even never heard of autism. Worldwide, autism is increasing at an alarming rate, even in Singapore. 

We came back to Singapore in 2000 to enrol him into Primary 1. He lasted a day. It was obvious that he would not fit in. He might have been able to plod on but would he benefit from the system? We searched around for alternatives, and we were in for a rude shock. The government schools which cater to children like him had a waiting list of two years. Private schools were very expensive. We did not want to wait two years to get our son the help he needed; at his age, early intervention was best. So we enrolled him in a private school. He was there for two years and now he has been integrated into a mainstream school. Our third son, who is also autistic, is still in the special school. We struggled to pay the fees to keep two children in private school. Of course, the sacrifice paid off but realistically we could not afford it, so we put our third son on the waiting list at one of the government-run special schools and have been on the waiting list for one year now.

Mr Yu said that 'schools for normal children are springing up all over Singapore with state-of-the-art facilities...' while schools like Jurong Gardens (Katong Special School and Balestier Special School) are run from old school buildings and have been there for a long time. For us, that is not the main concern. We are more concerned about the proper guidance and help needed by these children. More needs to be done about the long waiting list in government-run special schools, alternative services for these children or maybe even providing a government subsidy to help with thefees charged by private schools. 

An increasing number of children with ASD are enrolling in mainstream schools. We understand that the Ministry of Education (MOE) is holding more seminars and training for teachers to help them understand children with special needs. Given the proper support, some of the special-needs children can function relatively well. We are sure MOE can look into providing more trained teachers/individuals to help teachers cope with a special-needs child in the class. We believe Singapore has the resources to help these children and their families.

MR & MRS MUHAMMAD HUSAIN ALIAS

Questions:

1) What are some issues/problems pertaining to special education in Singapore that need to be addressed?

2) What are some possible solutions to the problems mentioned above?

ST Dec 14 2002 (Insight)

Curriculum drawn up, but will madrasahs take to it? 

The Islamic Religious Council of Singapore is spending $8 million to produce a new curriculum for use in the six full-time Islamic religious schools here beginning next year. Its aim is to help ensure that the madrasahs and their students will continue to survive in today's highly competitive world. How are the madrasahs taking to the new move? Our senior correspondent, Mafoot Simon, finds out.  

IT DELIGHTED six-year-old Nurul Huda's father, Mr Abdullah Ahmad, 49, a member of the technical staff at Lucent Technologies. His three older children had all attended the Madrasah Aljunied in Victoria Lane - and he wanted the same education for his youngest child. His wife also teaches at the school, where his eldest, Mohammad Rashid, 18, completed his pre-university education this year. His two other children now at the school will be in Secondary 4 and Primary 5 next year. Mohammad Rashid heads for Al-Azhar University in Cairo next year when Nurul Huda, too, will start a new phase in her life. But the school the young girl is entering seems to be quite different from the one her big brother left.

Over the past year, the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (Muis) - a statutory board under the Ministry of Community Development and Sports - spent $8 million developing a new curriculum that it hopes all the six full-time madrasahs here will adopt. Crafted with the 'social and political realities' of Singapore in mind, the new curriculum is the foundation of the National Madrasah Education system, which hopes to impart to students an understanding of the modern world, and the life skills needed to get ahead in a competitive environment. This curriculum comes at the same time as the implementation of the new compulsory education law which requires all six-year-olds to go to national schools next year. The only exceptions allowed are for those in madrasahs, in the San Yu Adventist School and those with special education needs.

Madrasahs must meet the national performance benchmark - all pupils there must score at least 175 aggregate points at the Primary 6 exams, out of a maximum of 300 aggregate points. Pupils who do worse will have to be transferred to a national school, or enrol in another madrasah that meets the PSLE benchmark. This benchmark for survival set in motion a series of changes at the Madrasah Aljunied, where Nurul Huda is going, as well as the Alsagoff, Al-Maarif, Al-Irsyad, Al-Arabiah and Wak Tanjong schools.  They include more periods in the timetable for the PSLE subjects of English, mathematics, science and the mother tongue, an expansion in the teaching staff and facilities, and new training for existing staff.

But depending on whom one speaks to, Nurul Huda and many like her may or may not be able to take full advantage of the new curriculum that Muis has produced. r Albakri Ahmad, director of the religious development and research division in Muis, which oversees the madrasahs, is confident that the six schools will satisfy the official standards set. Muis officials have met the madrasahs and they have agreed to use the latest curriculum, he says.

Indeed, curriculum development for madrasahs had begun long before the introduction of compulsory education. In 1995, Muis formed a Curriculum Development Committee whose main task was to review the curriculum for madrasahs, and develop a new one. Two years later, the committee invited representatives from all full-time madrasahs to sit in the committee. A draft curriculum, which spelt out the subjects, curriculum time, content and main features, was produced in early 1998. Since Muis has limited resources, it opened in July 2000 a tender to develop a detailed curriculum for religious subjects, as well as to adapt the textbooks approved by the Education Ministry for PSLE subjects. Chicago-based Iqra' Educational Foundation, which has almost 20 years of experience in developing curricula that integrates Islamic subjects with other school lessons, was awarded the tender. It started work on the new curriculum last year. Its job includes planning and developing the syllabus for full-time madrasahs up to pre-university level, producing textbooks, workbooks and guidebooks for teachers, and preparing teaching staff for the new curriculum. English is the recommended medium of instruction.

But while Muis is hopeful that the new curriculum will take off, the signals from another Muslim sector - the Joint Committee on Madrasah (JCM), a grouping of madrasah trustees and management officials formed in late 1999 at the height of the madrasah debate - tell a different story.

The JCM's spokesman, Haji Ma'mun Suheimi, says the Madrasah Aljunied, Al-Maarif, Al-Arabiah and Wak Tanjong are not following the Muis-initiated religious curriculum. Their main objection is the use of English as the medium of instruction. These madrasahs have, since their inception more than 50 years ago, used Arabic to teach their students. They are run by descendants of the original founders, who believe that their sacred trust (amanah), to be handed down generation after generation, is to ensure the madrasahs' continued survival.

The JCM brought together representatives from all six Singapore madrasahs in its early months of formation. The representatives for the Alsagoff and Al-Irsyad schools, however, left after a while because of differences with the other members on how to approach the challenges facing madrasah education in Singapore. The Al-Irsyad principal, Ustaz Mohamed Fatris Bakaram, says he decided to pull out because the committee 'was not taking the madrasah forward in its discussions'.

Haji Ma'mun says the remaining four members of the JCM will continue with their own religious curriculum. Aljunied, for instance, has been using a curriculum that prepares its students to further their studies at Al-Azhar, and which has been in use for the past 15 years. These madrasahs will use the religious curriculum and textbooks prepared by Muis only as supplementary materials, says Haji Ma'mun, who represents Al-Maarif on the committee. For PSLE subjects, they will be using the MOE-approved textbooks available in the market. They will also be teaching in both English and Arabic - English for PSLE subjects and Arabic for religious ones - instead of only in English as recommended by Muis. Only Al-Irsyad in Winstedt Road will follow the standard set by Muis '100 per cent', including the use of English as the medium of instruction.

DEJA VU 
THE current difference of views between Muis and the four madrasahs on the future of madrasah education here has echoes of the differences between them at the height of the madrasah debate several years ago. It began in 1998 when the Government expressed concern about the growing number of Malay/ Muslim children opting out of the conventional education system. The trend, it said, could mean the Muslim community being left behind in socio-economic terms as the economy of the future would require skills not taught in madrasahs.

The issue became full-blown a year later when the the Government proposed a compulsory education programme to ensure that every child received the same start in life. The moves raised fears in the Malay/Muslim community, particularly among religious teachers and scholars, that the Government wanted to close down the madrasahs.

The Singapore Islamic Scholars and Religious Teachers Association (Pergas) said in a statement that the Government would be seen by the Muslim community 'to have initiated yet another 'sinister' motive of ultimately 'eradicating' the madrasah as an Islamic Educational Institute'. Only after reassurances from the Government that madrasahs would still be allowed to exist was the controversy subdued. Mr Alami Musa, chairman of the Association of Muslim Professionals (AMP), which used to act as secretariat for the JCM but now plays 'a dormant role' in the committee, thinks it is not necessary that all madrasahs follow the same curriculum. 'A bit of diversity is healthy so long as it is underpinned by a common philosophy,' he says. Others also note that there is diversity in national schools: They do not all use exactly the same textbooks and teaching materials.

Proponents of a common, customised curriculum argue, however, that this will help to ensure that the madrasahs here not only keep abreast with the national education system but also stay in touch with the aspirations and world views of other Singaporeans.It will also provide new channels for madrasah graduates to further their studies at universities other than the traditional ones, such as Al-Azhar in Egypt and Medina in Saudi Arabia. Most importantly, it will help to ensure that the madrasahs will continue not only to function in the new economy, but perhaps to flourish as well. Otherwise, the madrasahs' reluctance is a setback for what could be a springboard for the madrasahs to develop a unique Singaporean identity.

But for Mr Abdullah, who wants all his children to be asatizahs or Islamic teachers, the Aljunied's approach is the way forward for his daughter Nurul Huda. It will give her maximum exposure to Arabic, which, he says, is what the madrasah education is all about. Will Muis agree with that proposition? Probably not - and therein lies the intractability of the madrasah problem.

Questions:

1) What are the arguments for and against a new standardised curriculum for the six full-time Islamic religious schools?
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