
CHARACTER education in public schools in
Singapore has evolved from textbook teaching
to more activity-based learning, such as class
debates, field trips and community service.

Assistant Professor Jasmine Sim from the
National Institute of Education, who has
studied the history of civics and moral
education here, says the programmes have long
been geared towards developing individuals
who can contribute to nation-building.

But the latest incarnation of character
education unveiled this year seems to
emphasise personal values such as resilience.
“It looks at how the individual can be an active
agent of change and what he can do for the
greater community,” she says.

Here is a timeline of the changes over the
years:

L 1959: The Ministry of Education (MOE)
publishes a syllabus for Ethics in primary and
secondary schools. The subject aims to
inculcate values such as politeness, honesty and
kindness.

L 1967: Civics is introduced, replacing Ethics.
Values such as patriotism, loyalty and civic
consciousness are added. Like all subsequent
programmes, it is a compulsory subject for all
students and non-examinable.

L 1974: The Education for Living syllabus is
introduced to replace Civics in primary schools.
It combines civics with history and geography

to teach pupils about nation-building, how the
country developed and its geographical
environment.

L 1980: Good Citizen is introduced in primary
schools, and Being and Becoming in secondary
schools. They place greater emphasis on the
teaching of moral values, as recommended by a
1979 government review.

L 1992 to 1994: Civics And Moral Education is
introduced in primary and secondary schools,
and the previous programmes are phased out.
At upper secondary levels, it replaces Religious
Knowledge, which was taught in the 1980s.

L 1998: Civics is introduced by the MOE at the
pre-university level for the first time.
Previously, the junior colleges developed their
own programmes. The aim is to inspire in
students the confidence and drive for leadership
roles and challenges.

L 2007: The syllabus for Civics is revised. At
the primary and secondary levels, it focuses on
core values such as respect and integrity; at the
pre-university level, it pushes students to serve
in the community.

L September 2011: Education Minister Heng
Swee Keat announces the setting up of the
Character And Citizenship Education
framework. It will integrate character education
into various aspects of school, including
through sports and co-curricular activities.
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PRINCIPALS and teachers are
brainstorming on how co-curricu-
lar activities (CCAs) can be fur-
ther harnessed to develop charac-
ter, as they craft plans for the
next work year.

Ideas range from encouraging
greater participation in in-
tra-school meets, to creating
more opportunities for students
to pursue sports recreationally.

School-wide competitions –
open to all except those already
in school teams – are one avenue
Anglo-Chinese School (Independ-
ent) is exploring.

Catholic High School is look-
ing at providing students with bet-
ter resources to help more of
them attain a higher sporting
standard.

The issue of CCAs and how
they can help in a child’s develop-
ment is expected to be among the
discussion topics at the first Char-
acter and Citizenship Education
(CCE) conference, which starts to-
morrow.

Activities outside the class-
room are seen as integral to the
Ministry of Education’s (MOE) re-
newed emphasis on building char-
acter and inculcating moral val-
ues like respect and responsibility
in students.

The two-day conference at the
Nanyang Technological Universi-
ty comes on the back of the
MOE’s setting up of a CCE
branch recently, which brings

together the units in charge of
moral education, national educa-
tion and CCAs.

But while the emphasis may be
on character and values educa-
tion, parents are also keen to see
their children involved in sports
while at school, even if they are
not good enough to wear school
colours.

Said Victoria School principal
Low Eng Teong: “We know this
(CCAs) is something we need to
look at urgently.

“It is not just about re-plan-
ning programmes, but also chang-
ing mindsets of what CCAs, espe-
cially sports, aim to deliver. One
outcome we want is more partici-
pation.”

His ACS(I) counterpart Win-
ston Hodge noted that the intensi-
ty of competitive sports makes it
a “crucible” for students to learn
important life lessons such as fair-
ness and perseverance.

But he added: “We shouldn’t
just be focused on competition
teams, but broaden participation
to as many as will benefit from
it.”

Enhancing the school house
system to involve more students
is one possibility. Mr Chan Chee
Wei, the school’s director for
health, physical education and
recreation, said: “Even if you are
an armchair critic, we still have
opportunities for you to get
involved – perhaps as team man-
agers or umpires.”

Educators and experts agree
that CCAs help provide a
well-rounded education, especial-
ly as a classroom setting may not
be the most ideal way to transmit
values to youngsters who are gen-
erally more questioning than
their elders.

Assistant Professor Jasmine
Sim from the National Institute
of Education, who has done re-
search on Singapore’s civics and
moral education syllabus over the
years, said: “Compared with pre-
vious generations, students are
now more articulate and open to
discussion.

“It is therefore important to
teach character building not just
through a didactic approach, but
also to have more platforms for
dialogues with students, opportu-
nities to work together with
them, as well as through the infor-
mal curriculum such as CCAs.”

Consultant psychiatrist Brian
Yeo noted that CCAs are a useful
tool for building self-esteem and
leadership potential, and offer
achievement goals for students
who are less academically in-
clined.

But he sounded a note of cau-
tion, calling for a balance in how
CCAs are used in the new empha-
sis on a values-driven education:
“You have to be careful about
how you enforce it.

“It is useful as long as it
doesn’t increase the stress on stu-
dents.”

Parents such as Madam Lee
Wei Yin are hailing the impend-
ing changes.

Madam Lee, a mother of three,
had the freedom to try out and
train in several track-and-field
events back when she was in
school. She laments that her chil-
dren, aged between 15 and 18, do
not have similar opportunities.

“You may not end up being
very good in the sport, but at
least you experience it and under-
stand the rules,” said the
50-year-old housewife.

In recent years, some schools,
especially those with strong sport-
ing traditions, have been criti-
cised for not allowing students
not good enough for the school
team to join a sport recreational-
ly.

Madam Lim Siew Tin’s
11-year-old son was so discour-
aged by such policies that he de-
cided to skip sports selection
trials at his school in the east alto-
gether, and joined the choir.

The 44-year-old part-time tu-
tor said: “He might not be good
at sports, but boys being boys, he
enjoys physical exercise. He is so
passionate, he sometimes stays
back after school to watch the
football or hockey players train.

“My second son will start at-
tending Primary 1 in the same
school next year, so the possible
changes to CCAs are timely.”

limze@sph.com.sg

Some ideas
as to how
CCAs can be
further used
to develop
character
include
encouraging
greater
participation
in intra-
school
meets, and
creating
more
opportunities
for students
to pursue
sports as
recreation.
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