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P
asir Ris Crest Secondary
bucked the trend in 2007
when then principal James
Ong made Literature com-
pulsory for all upper sec-

ondary students.

That was not all. Everyone at the
neighbourhood school had to do
Literature as a full O-level subject.

It caused an uproar among par-
ents, who feared their children
would not score top grades in the
subject, and students, who swore
they would fail.

But Dr Ong pressed ahead be-
cause he believed Literature was
good for everyone. “Literature
teaches lessons about human be-
haviour, values and how to relate
to people. Education is about mak-
ing people better, and this is part of
education,” said the educator, who
has a science background.

He knew he was going against
the tide, given declining numbers
of students across Singapore taking
Literature at the O levels. Schools
and students preferred subjects
with a better chance of scoring dis-
tinctions.

But he held a different view. “Ed-
ucation is not just about attaining
good grades. The value that is inher-
ent in the study of literature is
more important than the grades
you achieve.”

His students went on to perform
better than the national average in
most years. Dr Ong has since
moved on, and is now head of the
education programme at SIM Uni-
versity.

Since last year, however, pure Lit-
erature has no longer been compul-
sory for Express stream students at
Pasir Ris Crest Secondary. They can
now choose to take it as a full sub-
ject or an elective – a “half subject”
paired with Social Studies. The sub-
ject has been optional for Normal
(Academic) students since 2009.

A school spokesman said the
change was made as part of an an-
nual school review at the end of
2011 to offer students more choic-
es, especially for those interested in
taking the three sciences.

In the last two decades, the
number of students taking pure Lit-
erature at the O levels fell from
16,970 (47.9 per cent of the Second-
ary 4 cohort) in 1992 to 7,322 (21.8
per cent) in 2001, to a mere 3,000
(9 per cent) last year.

Educators say the decline coin-
cided with the introduction of the
ranking of schools in the early
1990s, based on results at the O lev-
els, among other criteria.

Some schools soon began drop-
ping Literature or discouraging stu-
dents – especially those unlikely to
score top grades – from taking the
subject.

Then came Social Studies in
2001, when a humanities elective
(the “half subject”) was paired with
Social Studies as a new combined
humanities subject. More students
chose History and Geography than
Literature.

In Parliament last week, Ms In-
dranee Rajah, Senior Minister of
State for Law and Education, said
Literature’s decline reflected the
fact that students now have more
choices of subjects to do.

With the introduction of com-
bined humanities, she said, fewer
students were doing not only pure

Literature at the O levels, but also
pure History and Geography.

The sharp decline of interest in
literature has dismayed academics,
writers and those in the arts scene.

Writing to The Straits Times Fo-
rum Page last Thursday, National
Institute of Education academic
Angelia Poon Mui Cheng was not
convinced that the decline was the
result of students having more
choice.

School ranking and the introduc-
tion of combined humanities were
to blame, she felt.

Nominated Member of Parlia-
ment Janice Koh, who had asked
the parliamentary questions about
the take-up rate of Literature, told
The Sunday Times that she did so
because educators and people in
the creative sectors had told her
that the quality of thought and ar-
gument, and the ability to commu-
nicate ideas among young people
today had gone down.

A number of them felt it had to
do with the fact that fewer students
were doing Literature.

“It may mean generations of Sin-
gaporeans who may be literate in
the language, but are unable to ar-
ticulate well their views and feel-
ings, closed to new ideas or uncom-
fortable with life’s ambiguities,”
she said.

Poet and short-story writer Felix
Cheong, 47, said a place has “a bit
more soul in it” if its people read
and appreciate books.

“As a 13- or 14-year-old, you
may not realise the benefits of Liter-
ature. You may hate the subject,
you may think you can’t score in it
compared with Maths and Science.
But over time the effects will start
filtering through. For example, you
develop a sense of empathy to-
wards people,” he said.

Author and former teacher
Alvin Pang, 41, who wrote When

The Barbarians Arrive (2012) and

What Gives Us Our Names (2011),

said the subject teaches critical

thinking and written communica-

tion, which are essential skills.

“The study of literature requires

students to make sense of ambigu-
ous data, multiple or even conflict-
ing sources of information, and dif-
ferent points of view,” he said.

“In a simpler past, these cogni-
tive skills might have been less val-
ued. In today’s more complex
world, these capabilities have be-
come much more essential.”

Skills aside, literature also helps
students to be more creative, said
Ms Tan Hwee Hwee, 38, author of
the novels Foreign Bodies and
Mammon Inc.

“The Singapore Government is
always telling us they would love
Singaporeans to be more creative.

Literature is valuable in helping stu-
dents think more creatively,” she
said.

Above all, the experts said, the
study of literature could mark the
start of a lifelong appreciation for
the arts.

Author Catherine Lim, 70,
whose books are among those used
as literature texts, said: “I think that
the love for the arts – whether thea-
tre, literature, dance, the entertain-
ment arts, may be seen as a pack-
age, an inclusive thing. I have yet
to come across a lover of theatre
who isn’t interested in literature,
and vice versa.”

If the trend in schools is any-
thing to go by, those who count lit-
erature’s numerous pluses may be
talking to the wall. There remains a
reluctance among schools to offer
the subject, and they point to limit-
ed demand or the lack of teachers.

Shuqun Secondary School start-
ed offering Literature as an elective
this year, after a hiatus.

Principal Chia Hai Siang, who is
trained in literature and became
principal two years ago, said a hand-
ful of students had expressed inter-
est in the subject last year, but the
school was unable to start a class as
there were fewer than five students.

This year, with encouragement
from the school, 14 students ap-
plied to take Literature, and the
school started a class even though
the number fell short of the average
class size of 20.

“With two classes of Express stu-
dents and four elective subjects to
choose from, for instance, some
schools are unable to reach the criti-
cal mass required to start a class,”
he said.

With only half of Singapore’s
schools with O-level courses offer-
ing Literature, some teachers

trained in it never get to teach the
subject. One of them, who wanted
to be known only as Ms J. Tan, said
students at her school had trouble
coping with the English language,
and the school felt Literature
would be too hard for them.

“I love literature, but I have nev-
er had a chance to share my love
for literature with my students,”
she said.

A check with schools offering Lit-
erature at the O levels found several
common factors among them.

First, they have a principal who
values the subject. Then, it helps to
have a strong lower-secondary Liter-
ature programme to whet students’
appetite, and passionate teachers
who make the subject come alive.

Students at CHIJ St Joseph’s Con-
vent are exposed to a range of litera-
ture genres and unabridged text
types ranging from film to plays,
while in Secondary 1, students at
Crescent Girls’ School take Litera-
ture as part of a Communicative
Arts Programme that integrates Eng-
lish and literature.

All girls at CHIJ Katong Convent
take Literature – some as a core sub-
ject, others as an elective paired
with Social Studies.

The school started a non-exam-
inable subject, Literary Arts, in
2010 to let lower-secondary stu-
dents write their own works – a
short story in Secondary 1 and a col-
lection of poems in Secondary 2.
They then share their portfolios
with the school through an exhibi-
tion.

It also has an annual Book and
Music Week, with activities includ-
ing choral speaking, class exhibi-
tions and busking.

“Everyone in the school is a part
of this event, which helps to em-
phasise the significance of litera-
ture,” said Madam Sukhjeet Kaur,
34, head of literature and literary
arts at the school.

Dunearn Secondary School has
a vibrant literature culture too, and
even students from the academical-
ly weaker Normal (Academic)
stream are encouraged to take the
subject at the O levels, as long as
they are interested in it.

Secondary 5 student Charlene
Ang, 16, said she had never read
poems before she studied Litera-
ture, but she is now able to analyse
them.

“I found it quite challenging at
first, but it was interesting. Now I
find that it helps to improve my
English,” she said.

She enjoys school trips to watch
plays and assembly talks by Singa-
pore authors. She looks forward to
literature lessons even though they
are conducted in the afternoon for
students from different classes.

Secondary 4 student Tan Ying
Shan, 16, said that after studying
the play Boom, by playwright Jean
Tay, she changed her perspective
on her parents and is working on
her attitude towards them.

“I learnt not to take anything for
granted. Like the character in the
book, my parents are also growing
old,” said Ying Shan, who decided
to take Literature even though her
parents told her it was “hard to
score” in it.

Several Singapore writers who
spoke to The Sunday Times said
they are prepared to do their part to
draw students closer to literature,
by giving talks or conducting work-
shops.

But at least one said it would
take a larger mindset change from
society to reverse literature’s de-
cline.

Poet Cyril Wong, 36, who won
the Singapore Literature Prize in
2006, said: “Our larger Singaporean
culture has to change and evolve to
include a love for less tangible
things, such as modes of aesthetic
appreciation and artistic expres-
sion.”
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A literature class at Dunearn Secondary School where students Tan Ying Shan (left), 16, and Ang Shi Xuan, 15, act out a scene from the play Boom, by playwright
Jean Tay. Ying Shan said that after studying the play, she changed her perspective on her parents and is working on her attitude towards them.

Reigniting the spark
of literature

Academics and literary figures give their take on why students should be exposed to the subject

Essential skills
“The study of literature
requires students to
make sense of
ambiguous data,
multiple or even
conflicting sources of
information, and
different points of view.
In a simpler past, these
cognitive skills might
have been less valued.
In today’s more complex
world, these capabilities
have become much
more essential.”
MR ALVIN PANG, an author

Bad for the arts
“A lack of students
trained in literary ways
of thinking and writing
would mean less
creativity, inventiveness
and interest in the arts
scene.”
MS JANICE KOH, Nominated Member
of Parliament
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