
LIKE most parents, dad Vincent
Chia wants to help his son Josiah,
11, when he struggles with his
mathematics homework.

The trouble is, school – and
learning – has changed a lot since
he first went to school nearly 40
years ago.

Pupils in primary schools solve
maths problems these days by
drawing diagrams, known as the
models method.

Still, as the well-meaning Mr
Chia, 46, says: “I can’t help but
use the method I learnt”. His boy
is in Yew Tee Primary School.

While parents want to help, for
teachers it is a hindrance.

“It just confuses the pupils,”
says Ms Elaine Tan, 42, a teacher
at Xinmin Primary School, who
has had to ask parents not to step
in and teach their kids algebra.

This school-parent disparity is
what researchers at British
think-tank, Institute for Public
Policy Research, and more recent-
ly, Education Minister Heng Swee
Keat, call a 40-year conceptual
and communication gap.

S c h o o l i s n o l o n g e r t h e
rote-learning, notes-copying and
lecture-style experience parents
went through 20 years ago. Educa-
tion reformers, meanwhile, are
thinking 20 years ahead.

Parents such as Mr Chia are in
the dark, disconnected from their
own children’s learning, as Singa-
pore’s education system switches
from training exam-smart chil-
dren to preparing today’s youth
for an uncertain world in which
critical thinking and problem-solv-
ing are prized.

Even as that gap looms wide,
others need bridging, too. Why
change, when the system clings to
the old framework of grades to be
a grad? Could schools do more to
educate parents about the
new-era approach? And are teach-
ers up to the task?

Grade obsession

MR HENG, referring to the recent
Our Singapore Conversation exer-
cise, was struck by the gap be-
tween what schools think they are
doing – to develop every child to
the best of his ability – and what
parents perceive to be going on in
schools.

For many parents, that still
boils down to grades and exams.

Take CHIJ St Theresa’s Con-
vent. Its 21-year-old Education
For Life programme takes learning
beyond the classroom, training stu-
dents in research, communication
and problem-solving through
camps, overseas trips and commu-
nity service. Past students told In-
sight what they learnt has had a
lasting impact and relevance to
them at university and in their ca-
reers.

But Ms Maggie Lee, 46, an Eng-
lish teacher at the school, says:
“Parents want to look at assign-
ments and homework and how
their children score in comparison
with other people.

“When we try to do something
more flexible, we are sometimes
met with scepticism. Parents ask,
‘How does it help in exams? Is this
going to be tested?’”

This ingrained attitude reared
its head when the school arranged
for Secondary 5 students to visit
homes for the abandoned elderly
last month, one month before
their O levels.

Principal Pauline Wong, 52,
wanted the students to take a
break from studies and to remind
them that the goal of their educa-
tion is to work for the good of oth-
ers and not just to get a good score
in the exams for themselves.

However, 40 per cent of stu-
dents did not sign up. Parents
wrote in to say they wanted their
child to focus on the exams.

It is their loss.
Madam Brenda Lee-McColl,

56, a director of sales and market-
ing, let her daughter Claire, 17, go.
As a result, Claire says she found
herself asking: “‘Would I leave my
parents in this state?’ It made me
reflect on how I should not be like
that, that my generation should
change.”

But who can blame parents for
being fixated on grades and ex-
ams, given that tertiary institution
admissions – and the ticket to a
good job – are based on grades?

Education expert Jason Tan, an
associate professor at the National
Institute of Education (NIE), notes
that the system has always been
geared towards “identifying the
cream of the crop and the future
elite” with high-stakes exams and
streaming.

Hence, parents who grew up in
this system cannot shake off the
belief that “not all pathways in life
are of equal worth”, even as the
ministry is promoting its “multi-
ple pathways of success” concept,
which is that no matter which
school a student goes to, he or she
can still succeed in life.

The pervasive tuition culture
feeds on this belief, and in itself
creates problems which the chang-
es in education are trying to solve,
educators say. They observe that
students who have had tuition are
less motivated in class as they feel
they have already learnt the les-
s o n . T h e y h a v e a l s o b e e n
spoon-fed by their tutor, rather
than trying to figure out the an-
swer on their own – the very skills
they will need for the future.

Parents as equal partners?

SCHOOLS say they do try and en-
gage parents by holding talks that
explain the latest changes.

Increasingly, however, the
more educated and informed par-
ents want to have a greater say in
their child’s education, especially
if they feel a learning difficulty or
particular needs are not being ad-
dressed sufficiently. But are
schools willing to work with them
at this level?

Retired principal Belinda
Charles, now the dean of the Acad-
emy of Principals, says candidly
that educators are “acting as if we
know better than the parents”.

“We haven’t quite learnt how
to do it in a way that is construc-
tive to both, because we fear they
will try and ‘interfere’ too much.”

Schools may point to their par-
ent support groups as proof of
deeper, more sustained engage-
ment, but Ms Charles says these
groups are just about “support”
and the resources they bring.

Parents could contribute more
as part of a school community –
“not there just to criticise and give
the money, but to work alongside
us”, she says.

There is certainly no lack of de-
sire by some parents, as seen in
their zeal to learn about new edu-
cation methods. Dissatisfied with
talks she attended at her chil-
dren’s schools, parent Tina Chua,
45, attended seminars organised
by enrichment centres and read
books to learn more about maths’
models method.

While schools typically use par-
ents as volunteers or to give career
talks, could they give insight into
the changes being rolled out?
There are parents such as Ms Es-
ther De Cruz, 33, who is a trained
psychologist and whose daughter
is in Primary 1. When her child
came home and said someone in
her group “didn’t work well with
me” even though the teacher was
there, she thought: “Are they su-
pervised or left on their own? I
would like to see how this group
work is done.”

Ms Charles notes: “Maybe one

day we might have to see parents
as equal partners who bring in as
much, and we discuss with them.
While we are doing this in some
way, the initiative always seems
to come from the school.”

While schools are engaging

these parents, they also have to
look after another group who may
not speak up so much: Those not
engaged with their child’s educa-
tion or unable to teach them, who
require more than just explana-
tions about changes.

They need more hand-holding,
like how Yishun Primary School
invites parents, who include hawk-
ers and taxi drivers, to a maths
workshop or a session with their
child on making “mind maps” on
iPods. Principal Chan Kwai

Foong, 62, says about 70 per cent
to 80 per cent attend.

The veteran educator even
gives parents tips on parenting,
and gets them to bond with their
children in school activities. As-
surance is a key part, and she tells
them the teachers will do all the
remedial lessons, and all they
need to do is to check on their
child’s work: “We tell them, ‘If
you see a lot of crosses, don’t pan-
ic, just come and see our teach-
er.’”

Teaching the teachers

NO MATTER how well thought
out the changes, successful imple-
mentation rests with the teach-
ers. Their readiness to embrace
change can make or break the re-
forms.

Teck Whye Secondary princi-
pal Ong Kong Hong, 40, says:
“Teachers are the ones imparting
the skills and knowledge. They
must believe in it. If they don’t
see any value in doing it, they are

just going to teach it mechanical-
ly, then students will not fully ap-
preciate it.”

Parents say they have come
across teachers who do not seem
to be on board with the reforms,
such as telling pupils not to com-
plete open-ended questions on
their own because the correct an-
swers will be given to the class.

While such cases should be the
exception, they illustrate how
much teachers also have to adapt
to the changes, especially those

who grew up in a different era.
Ms Alice Poh, 62, who has

taught for 40 years and is a senior
teacher at CHIJ St Theresa’s Con-
vent, is aware that times are differ-
ent but recalls with nostalgia
those old days. As a geography stu-
dent, she was made to memorise
the positions of cities and draw
the map of the world freehand.

Students were more respectful
of teachers: “We used to have
girls who would wait at the car-
park for the teacher’s car to come

up and help carry the bags. And
when it rains, they will take um-
brellas. I don’t think the kids do it
now. They must be thinking that
this is out of this world.

“That’s part of character-build-
ing and it was intuitively done. I
suppose the world has changed,
and the background has changed,
maybe that isn’t taught at home.”

Principals say they have had to
assure teachers who fear not be-
ing able to keep up with the chang-
es, amid having to bear an already

heavy workload.
New teachers, meanwhile, are

being trained to be adaptable –
thinkers who can “reflect on their
roles, think systematically about
their own practice, draw on theo-
ries and research to deepen their
understanding and adapt and inno-
vate their teaching”, says NIE.

Cultural gap

ANOTHER disparity lies in whe-
ther the education reforms, which

often draw on Western-style ap-
proaches, are compatible with tra-
ditional Asian values.

The new approach promotes in-
dependent critical thinking and
speaking up to give different opin-
ions. Such skills are seen as neces-
sary to nurture creative people
who push the boundaries and seek
new frontiers.

But how does this sit with soci-
etal values that emphasise obliga-
tions to respect authority, give
face to others and maintain social
harmony? And how will the
change from relying on the teach-
er as the sole provider of informa-
tion, to students learning on their
own and among their peers, influ-
ence society’s tendency to trust in
a single authority that knows
best?

Dr Tan of NIE says when new
teaching methods and education
systems are imported from
abroad, studies have shown that
“culture morphing” usually takes
place, where “parents and teach-
ers morph the reform to suit their
pre-existing cultural norms”.

One example is how experien-
tial learning methods tend to take
a back seat for students in their
key examination years, such as in
Primary 6 and Secondary 4.

“A lot of progressive teaching
and learning approaches tend to
get sidelined for rote learning and
repeated exam practice, because
parents want that,” he says.

Teck Whye Secondary’s Mr
Ong agrees that there will be
some tension of different values,
so it is important to complement,
say, the teaching of critical and
creative thinking with character
and citizenship education, where
students learn about respect and
responsibility in the context of
managing impulsiveness in speech
or commenting online or on Twit-
ter.

And while he sees students
speaking up a lot more now in
class, he thinks teachers have
been fairly adaptable to tap this
liveliness, instead of telling them
to seal their lips.

Didactic teaching has changed
to group-based learning, but re-
spect for teachers has not been
compromised, he says.

He adds: “Respect is cultivated
in a very different way from the
sage-on-the-stage concept. We
build student-teacher rapport:
We are here to help you and facili-
tate your learning. We may not
have all the answers. At least we

give you the suggestions to find
the right answer.

“With strong rapport, the re-
spect will be there and the stu-
dent will naturally listen to their
teachers.”

On target for the future?

THE Education Ministry itself is
the first to admit that there is no
certainty about what kind of tech-
nical knowledge a child needs to
do well in 20 years’ time.

So whether the changes that
parents are coming to grips with
– or at least are aware of – will
work or can keep pace with the de-
velopments in society and the
world is not a given.

In Singapore, education reform-
ers have since the 1960s gone
from getting youth off the streets,
to training them for jobs in indus-
tries that require fewer workers
but higher level of skills, to intro-
ducing greater flexibility and
choices in learning.

And so far, it has been a suc-
cess story. Singapore’s education
system is highly regarded interna-
tionally for its academic results.
But it is not a perfect record: It
has also had to make adjustments
to long-held policies such as
streaming, bilingualism and rank-
ing of schools.

Education policymakers in the
past few decades were arguably
facing relatively more predictable
times and less complex situations
compared to now, given how
quickly technology is advancing,
how much social structures are
changing and how the world is
more interconnected and fraught
with volatility, uncertainty, com-
plexity and ambiguity.

Their response now is to focus
on nurturing values, character, so-
cial and emotional abilities, life
skills and a curious mind – quali-
ties they hope will enable the new
generation to keep learning and
navigate future challenges.

Meanwhile, parents such as Mr
Chia can only hope this will be suf-
ficient to prepare their children.

He says: “It’s getting harder
for me to grasp all these new
teaching concepts, and frankly I
am not sure whether they will
work. But they are at least worth
supporting because such qualities
and soft skills will be the most im-
portant assets for my child when
he grows up and goes to work.”

chinlian@sph.com.sg
twong@sph.com.sg
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Students from CHIJ St Theresa’s
Convent visit Kota Tinggi as part of its
Education For Life programme that
takes students out of the classrooms.

PHOTO: CHIJ ST THERESA’S CONVENT

Watch the video:

School is very different from 20 years ago when
the current parents were pupils. Goh Chin Lian
and Tessa Wong look at how to get everyone on
the same page for the new-era reforms.

(Above) Mr Vincent Chia, 46, wife
Chris, 42, daughter Jacinth, 15, and
son Josiah, 11. Mr Chia is all for the
new approach but he sometimes finds
it hard to help Josiah with his maths
homework. ST PHOTO: RAJ NADARAJAN

Blowing bubbles for
English lessons at

Xinmin Primary School.

Bridging
the
education
gap

Xinmin Primary teachers (from far
left) Magdalene Tan, Ruth Pakiam and
Elaine Tan. Ms Elaine Tan, who
teaches maths, has had to ask parents
not to teach algebra while helping
their children with homework.
ST PHOTO: KUA CHEE SIONG
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