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O
N JULY 19, schools across the island took
part in celebrations ahead of the Racial
Harmony Day on July 21, which has been
observed annually since its launch in
1997. A festive environment was seen in

many schools where students and their teachers wore
different ethnic costumes.

Some schools brought parents, teachers and stu-
dents together through games, music and art.

Activities on Racial Harmony Day are aimed at
searing into the memories of children here, the lesson
of not taking Singapore’s racial harmony for granted.

Two orgies of racial and religious destruction –
the Maria Hertogh riots in 1950 and the race riots in
1964, shattered Singapore’s fragile political and
social fabric. Determined not to let history repeat it-

self, the Republic has implemented several initiatives
to keep a lid on race problems. The Racial Harmony
Day is one of them.

After a 16-year-run in Singapore schools, observ-
ing the day’s significance remains relevant and must
be retained. But marking the day must not become
the main way in which schools foster racial harmony.
Instead, the Ministry of Education and schools have
to work harder to find new ways to engage students,
given the new challenges posed by factors such as ter-
rorism, social media and changing demographic
trends.

Will today’s tech-savvy young, embrace lines like
“We must not take racial harmony for granted” or
“Many of you have not experienced the racial riots of
1964”?

At the Pioneer Secondary School event, Education
Minister Heng Swee Keat hit the bull’s eye when he
spoke of the language the young of today understand:
e-learning.

Pioneer Secondary, he said, was going to pilot an
e-project where students will use a simulation game
to build multiracial communities.

This project was done by Republic Polytechnic stu-
dents and OnePeople.sg, an organisation that pro-
motes racial harmony. They have created a smart-

phone application which has an interactive city simu-
lation game developed on the Android platform.

Using the touch-screen interface, students can
plan and decide how different races can live harmoni-
ously in a community.

He said interactive gaming will help users better
understand and reinforce concepts of social cohe-
sion and racial harmony.

He is right. A new messaging pitch is needed for
today’s young growing up in a high-speed world.

Examples of what happened in 1964 alone are
not sufficient to interest students, let alone deepen
their understanding of race relations.

At Pioneer and two other schools, the case of Mr
Ng Cheng Peng was narrated. He was an accounts
clerk who was walking home on July 21, 1964, the
date of the fateful riots. Confronted by a group of
rioters, he helped his office colleague, Mr Abdul,
reach home safely. They became close friends, re-
ported The New Paper in its 1998 article.

How to create frequent opportunities for closer
racial bonding – the way these two men became
friends – is a challenge for schools.

These interactions have to evolve over time in
natural settings where children learn and under-
stand why Muslims fast or Sikh men wear turbans.

It is a challenging task because of the way Singa-
pore’s education system is structured.

For example, children who go to Special Assist-
ance Plan schools will have fewer opportunities for
multiracial mixing than is possible in neighbour-
hood schools. SAP schools emphasise the learning
of Chinese language and culture.

Geographical distances are no longer a problem
when the computer connects people and places.
SAP school students can make e-friends with other
students of other races.

Stronger racial ties are needed.
In Singapore, research on the health of racial re-

lations has been done and the latest results throw
up some worrying signs.

The Institute of Policy Studies and OnePeo-
ple.sg carried out a survey covering 4,131 Singapo-
reans aged 18 and above. Each answer was given a
score, with 10 being the highest.

One question asked respondents if they had a
close friend of another race. The score was 4.51,
meaning that 45 per cent of the respondents an-
swered positively.

But when asked if they were interested in inter-
cultural understanding and interaction, the score
was only 6.49.

Answers to a question about perceived discrimi-
nation in public services, however, were more en-
couraging. More than nine out of 10 respondents re-
plied that they had experienced no such bias, and
did not expect any.

Interest in race relations and having friends
from other races, are essential for building racial
harmony bridges.

In an earlier survey in 2003, the National Insti-
tute of Education found that students of the same
race tend to stick together.

Its survey of 4,300 pupils revealed that Primary
3 children of the same race grouped together dur-
ing recess and outside the classroom. The habit be-
came worse by the time they reached Primary 6.

The “birds of the same feather” tendency has
been explained by sociologists as homophily.

Contrary to popular belief that children are born
colour-blind, the young, if given a choice, will pre-
fer to be with friends of the same race.

If homophily is an in-born instinct, schools
need to get creative in inventing ways of promot-
ing racial harmony among the young.

And it has to be done in ways the young can con-
nect with: hip and cool.
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Pioneer Secondary student Manuel Papa Manuntag presenting his project to Education Minister Heng Swee Keat during an
event on July 19 to mark Racial Harmony Day. ST FILE PHOTO

Nurturing racial
harmony in school:
Keep it hip and cool
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