
TRENDING

L What are the trends to watch
this year?

ONE will be the focus on different
learning pathways to cater to differ-
ent learning needs of students
through the set-up of specialised
schools.

The second will be a strong em-
phasis on embracing values educa-
tion in addition to academic pur-
suit, as part of Singapore’s empha-
sis to develop a well-rounded
child.

L What does this mean for
educators and students?
A strong understanding of holistic
education is needed. Character and
attitude become even more impor-
tant attributes to enable graduates
to adapt to the uncertain future.

In the late 1980s, if asked what
attributes they wanted in an em-
ployee, all employers would an-
swer: “I want an employee who is
grounded in technical knowledge
and skills so that he can immediate-
ly go down to the factory floor.”

Today, the answers can be var-
ied. One employer told me: “I need
an employee who can ask the right
question.” Why? “Today’s issues
are so complex. Unless you ask the
right questions, you can’t identify
the heart of the issue.”

Another employer said: “I want
an employee who can work as a
team.” Why? That person quickly
fished out his cellphone. “Do you
know how many engineers and de-
signers worked together to produce
this product?”

Our students of today, who will
be employees of the future, must
not only ground themselves in aca-
demic knowledge, but also imbibe
soft skills and attitudes of a lifelong
learner, as knowledge gets obsolete
very quickly.

L What is NIE’s part in this?
NIE’s aim is to deliver a teacher ed-
ucational curriculum in tandem
with the ministry’s desired out-
comes and changes to the evolving
education landscape.

We hope to inculcate in our
teachers three sets of values. The
first is learner-centred values such
as: “I believe that every child can
learn.” A teacher won’t say the
good ones can learn and the slow
ones can’t, but stretches the good
ones and recognises that the slower

ones may need a different style of
learning.

The second is teacher identity.
To be a professional who is respon-
sible for the development of my stu-
dents, I must upgrade myself con-
stantly with new knowledge, new
skills of teaching, and understand
the profile of my students well, as
they change with time.

The third is for teachers to iden-
tify themselves as a professional
community. Doctors come together
to share expertise and best practic-
es. If the teaching profession is so
important, why doesn’t the commu-
nity come and grow together? We
want to inculcate in teachers a
sense of pride in their fraternity.

L What are the challenges?
The challenge is to get parents to
embrace holistic education and its
importance, to prepare our chil-
dren for the future. Parents must
be a partner of the educators by re-
inforcing values at home, so that
their children will embrace them.

If parents just emphasise aca-
demic pursuit, the values part will
be diluted. They may “nullify”
what the schools are emphasising.

L How can parents be nudged
along? Change the exams?
There must be greater engagement
of parents, and greater clarity and

communication on the meaning of
holistic education and why it’s im-
portant for the future.

The exam system will continue
to evolve. An exam is not bad. It is
important from the motivational
and assessment point of view. But
if you look at exams such as the
PSLE as the end point of determin-
ing the future of your child, it
would be stressful.

Our education system is one of
bridges and ladders, with multiple
pathways for different learning
needs. There is porosity. If you do
well in ITE (Institute of Technical
Education), you can go to polytech-
nic. If you do well in polytechnic,
you can go to university.

Parents must look at our whole
education system with clarity of
the different pathways, understand
the student’s learning profile, and
let him pursue that path.

L What changes lie ahead?
In the past, the teacher talks, stu-
dents listen. But two driving forces
demand a relook at pedagogy.

The first is the demand for
21st-century skills, summarised as
interpersonal, collaborative, think-
ing and communicative skills.

The second is the profile of our
21st-century learners. They love to
experience and be engaged in the
learning process. They are captivat-

ed by animation and images. They
love to learn as a group.

These driving forces led NIE to
transform our classrooms and peda-
gogy.

Today, the rows of desks are no
more. Instead, the desks are round
or hexagonal. Students sit in
groups of five to six. Whiteboards
surround the whole classroom, and
not only at the front. If they hold a
discussion, they can write from
wherever they are seated in the
classroom. They can also connect
their laptops or iPads to four or five
LCD screens, to display discussion
points and ideas.

The students take ownership of
their learning. The teacher be-
comes the facilitator. As you work
as a group, you gain interpersonal
and collaborative skills. During the
discussion, a lot of questions are
asked. That’s thinking skills. At the
end, you present to the class.
That’s communicative skills.

Even the paradigm of our library
is challenged. The norm is silence,
but on the third floor, we have a
Starbucks-like cafe. Why? Because
students love to gather to collabo-
rate. In the process, they like to
drink and eat.

As the teachers are trained in
these areas, they will become
change agents in the schools.
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A look at the talk of the week

School’s back,
with changes

NIE director Lee Sing Kong believes the focus this year will be on different learning pathways to cater to different students, and
embracing values education in addition to academic pursuit. PHOTO: DESMOND LUI FOR THE STRAITS TIMES
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By GOH CHIN LIAN

What it’s all about
SCHOOLS re-opened this
week, welcoming students
to a new year with a
number of significant
changes coming up on the
education scene.

From this year onwards,
students will get more
options and more schools to
choose from, while
principals and teachers will
be relooking and changing
the way they relate to their
charges and how they teach
them.

National exams, too, will
get a relook, as the entire
education system undergoes
a review.

What’s the buzz?
MORE pathways will open
up for students with
differing abilities, giving
them more options at the
various education levels.

The first specialised
school for the Normal
(Technical) stream, Crest
Secondary School, took in
the pioneer batch of 200,
while polytechnics will see
their first intake of top
Normal (Academic) students
who will undergo a
one-year Polytechnic
Foundation Programme.

Integrated Programme
(IP) students now have six
more schools to choose
from – 18 in all – even as
these schools continue to
offer the non-IP route.

And in August, the
Yale-National University of
Singapore liberal arts
college will welcome its
inaugural batch of 150
students.

Also on the radar is the
introduction of a code of
conduct for educators,
which comes in the wake of
a string of sex scandals
involving educators last
year.

Over the next few weeks,
school heads will be
consulting teachers on the

code, which is expected to
cover such areas as keeping
educator-student
relationships professional.

Meanwhile, an ongoing
review of the education
system will look at the
Primary School Leaving
Examination (PSLE) and
how its results are used.

The national exam, which
determines which secondary
school a Primary 6 pupil
goes to, is taken by about
45,000 pupils each year.

Why it matters
THE review of the
education system comes
amid moves to reduce
what many see as an
over-emphasis on academic
grades, and strengthen the
well-rounded development
of Singapore’s next
generation.

Last year, changes were
already made on this front,
such as not naming top
PSLE scorers and scrapping
the banding of secondary
schools.

This year, the new
schools, additional options
and different pathways will
also serve to emphasise the
focus on holistic education,
as they give every student a
chance to excel at his own
level.

Having a code of conduct
for educators could also
support this move, in
maintaining the trust that
parents have in teachers and
principals.

Just this week, on the
first day of school on
Wednesday, Education
Minister Heng Swee Keat
stressed the focus on a
well-rounded education as
he brought in another
element into the equation.

Parents are a key element
in the holistic development
of their children, the
minister said, as he called
on them to make the best
use of the different
pathways in the education
system.
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Remember to follow Father’s rules

National Institute of Education (NIE) director Lee Sing Kong shares with Goh Chin Lian his take on
trends in education this year. NIE trains more than 2,000 teachers a year for Singapore’s schools.

IF YOU’RE attending a coming
performance at the Substation
Theatre called Figuring Father,
perhaps you might want to make
sure you keep to the rules.

You know, keep your mobile
phones on silent mode, no
heckling, and speak only when
you’re allowed to. Because one of

the main characters has much
experience telling people off for
breaking those rules – and that
includes MPs and ministers.

That man is former Speaker of
Parliament Abdullah Tarmugi,
who is appearing in a work by his
daughter Shireen.

To be held on Jan 26, the

show will feature father and
daughter playing, well, father
and daughter.

It will explore their
relationship through the
recounting of childhood
memories. A description says it
will be “a whimsical
investigation into what makes a

father and a daughter”, but also
adds teasingly, that “this isn’t
your typical oral history project”.

You don’t have to get elected
to hear Mr Abdullah in person,
though. Entry is by donations,
according to the Substation’s
website.

Just don’t forget the rules.

SOUNDBITE

Parents are a child’s first teachers.
Parents are our most important partners.
Teachers cannot be surrogate parents.
I hope parents value teachers as their
partners too.
– Education Minister Heng Swee Keat, at his ministry’s
workplan seminar in September last year
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More than grades
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