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Themes of Education

The aims or objectives of education. 

The curriculum: academic and vocational education. 

Role of particular subjects in education. 

Role of technology in education. 

Stages in education: primary, secondary, pre-university, university. Relationships between educa- tion and the national economy. 

Comparative education systems. 

PAST QUESTIONS 

Should one aim of education be the development of talent in such fields as music, art, drama? (1985) 

Do schools try to teach too much? (1985) 

How far should the teaching of history aim to foster pride in one's country and its past? (1986) 

How can modem technology be used to aid learning in schools? (1988) 

What are the advantages and/or disadvantages of a university education for a business man or woman? (1989) 

TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

Aims of education 

The aims (purposes) of education are both explicit and implicit in most societies. They include the following aspects: 

1 Economic training 

To equip children with the skills and abilities to become effective members of the nation's workforce. National prosperity will depend to a large extent on a well educated, highly skilled workforce. This is particularly true at times of rapid economic change when workers must be able to adapt to different jobs during their working life. It is also true of a high-technology economy where jobs become more highly skilled, and manual and semi-manual work declines. 

2 The transmission of culture (socialisation) 

To help children develop the attitudes and values characteristic of that nation's culture and which contribute to becoming a 'responsible' citizen of that society. School, as with the family, is an important place for 'socialisation', i.e. for transmitting values of commu- nity, personal responsibility and discipline. 

3 Social selection 

Education can help identify those best suited to particular positions in society and the economy. If people are helped to find the positions and jobs best suited to their abilities, then education can help to increase both personal satisfaction and national wellbeing. 

4 Social control 

We have already mentioned 'discipline' in (2) above. Some would argue that this deserves to be a separate point School helps us learn that we cannot always do what we want Some behaviour is acceptable and some unacceptable. Education is important in helping children identify and adopt patterns of behaviour acceptable to the particular society. 

Curriculum 

Most countries seek a 'balanced' curriculum with encouragement for the humanities (literature, history, geography, etc.) arts and crafts as well as science and technology. There is frequent debate as to whether the curriculum should be more vocational (see 'Vocational education'), in other words more directly geared to future occupational opportunities. 

Another debate concerns the 'value' of particular subjects in the curriculum. Those who wish more vocational education might suggest less emphasis on the Arts or music or on other subjects. 

Education system 

The institutional arrangements used in providing education in a country. In Singapore there are ten years of formal education, starting at age six in primary one. At the end of six years the child proceeds to secondary school for a further four or five years. The more successful continue with pre-university in preparation for tertiary education. (See also 'Specialisation' and 'Streaming'.) 

Equality in education 

One of the issues faced by many education systems is whether girls are given the same opportunities as boys. There is evidence in many countries that girls are under-represented in vocational and higher education as compared to boys, and also in the higher levels of corporate management Women are over-represented in semi-skilled and relatively manual tasks (sales assistants, etc.). 
In Singapore there is no sexual bias in education, with both boys or girls being taught the same syllabus. A number of factors have been suggested as affecting the educational progress of girls in many countries. 

1 Parental socialisation. 

Parents may sometimes expect boys and girls to have different interests and play different games at home. This may affect their later preference for subjects such as science and technology as compared to boys. 

2 Hidden curriculum 

Although boys and girls may face the same school options, the values held by parents and teachers may encourage girls to select certain subjects which are believed to equip them for their future role in the family and society. 

Some would argue that the different outcomes for girls and boys in education and the workplace are compatible with equality. Both sexes are seen as of equal status but the role of the woman is seen here as being different to that of the man. Women have a more specialised (and equally valued) task in the home and in child-rearing, and the fact that they select certain subjects and careers is seen as consistent with their different role. Others would argue that girls are trapped into under-achieving at school (and in later life) by social values which cause them to avoid subjects (and careers) for which they are actually well-suited. - 

History / National Education

A question frequently asked involves the role of history in the curriculum. The reasons why many argue that it is an important subject include the following: 

1 You can only understand the present if you understand the past Many of the problems in the world today can only be understood in a historical context, i.e. in terms of what has happened to people in the past Similarly, an individual nation's present situation can be better understood by appreciating its past 

2 If we consider the 'mistakes' made by individuals and nations in the past, we may be able to avoid making those same mistakes again today. 

3 History can often help us appreciate more fully the importance of certain ideals and groups of people. When we learn the 'cost' to earlier generations of providing us with much of what he have today, our respect for older people and for the values they struggled to preserve, is often increased. A sense of national identity and common interest can, in this view, be important in cementing together the members of a nation. 
4 History is an academic subject in its own right, teaching us to examine evidence and to establish cause and effect. We can learn to think logically by studying History as much as by studying any academic subject. 

Critics who hold the view that there is too much emphasis on history in the curriculum often mention the following: 

1 History can sometimes be used for 'unworthy' ends, e.g. to build up an excessively nationalistic pride; indeed it can sometimes be distorted to represent historical untruths. 

2 History spends too much time looking at the past and not enough time looking at the present. 

3 History is a subject that does not have the 'academic rigour' of science or technology. 

Specialisation 

This refers to the progressive concentration on particular courses as the child moves through school. At the end of secondary two in Singapore children begin to specialise in a science, commerce, technical or an arts stream. This specialisation continues further in post-secondary and tertiary education. 

Streaming 

This refers to children being placed in similar-ability groups within a school. Streaming was introduced in Singapore in 1980 and was aimed at maximising the child's potential by providing different groups with different course to allow them to learn at their own pace. 
At the end of primary four streaming places pupils in three different kinds of classes. Streaming also takes place in secondary one, to either Special, Express or Normal, Normal Tech.
Advantages claimed for streaming include: 

1 Children receive the correct level of teaching for their ability. 

2 The whole class can be taught at the same pace. In mixed ability classes, often the teacher has to teach more slowly to those with learning difficulties. 

Disadvantages claimed by those who oppose streaming include: 

1 If children are labelled as slow learners by being put in a lower stream class, they become slow learners (self-fulfilling expectations!) 

2 The sense of failure of children may be heightened by being placed in a lower-stream class, leading to behavioural problems. 

3 Teachers may make less effort with lower-stream classes. 

Vocational education 

This is education geared in some way towards the needs of industry and of the future occupational profile of society. In many countries there is a debate whether more school subjects should be introduced which are 'vocational' in content. For example, if society is facing shortages of craftsmen or technologists then some would argue that the school system should place greater emphasis on these subjects. 
Others would argue that a good general education is the best preparation for any type of future career. With economy and society constantly changing, a good grounding in 'academic' subjects is the best basis for later specialisation in a whole variety of tasks. They see early vocational learning in schools as being too narrow, risking the preparation of children for specific jobs which may not even exist whey they leave school. 
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