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WHAT does it mean to be a good
citizen? What is the function of
having more than one political par-
ty in a democratic country? What
does the United Nations do?

These were some questions
15-year-olds here attempted in a
National Institute of Education
(NIE) study – the first such effort
here – to find out what students
know about concepts of civic soci-
ety, such as citizenship, govern-
ance and rights.

The study, which involved
some 3,000 students from 18
secondary schools, found that
those from the coveted Integrated
Programme (IP) schools under-
stood civic issues better, com-
pared to their peers from other
secondary schools.

But overall, students here did
not have a strong grasp of con-
cepts of democracy and its princi-
ples. They were, however, famil-
iar with issues such as how gov-
ernment institutions work and
what global organisations do.

NIE associate professor Jas-
mine Sim, who led the study, said
it is important to gauge students’
understanding of civic issues be-
cause a more open society today
leads to differences and conflicts
that will not be resolved by “pas-
sive people”.

Her study comes amid the Min-
istry of Education’s efforts to
strengthen character and citizen-
ship education (CCE). The re-
vamped CCE syllabus starts next
year.

Students involved in the study
were given questionnaires to
answer, and separate interviews
were conducted with 308 of them.
Data was collected from 2009 to
2011, and Prof Sim is still in the
midst of analysing more findings.

The main section of the ques-
tionnaire tested students on their

civic knowledge. They were asked
about things like international re-
lations, social and political rights
and democracy.

About 68 per cent of IP stu-
dents got at least 16 out of 19 ques-
tions in this section right, com-
pared to 30 per cent in the Ex-
press stream, and about 1.4 per
cent and none in the Normal
Academic and Technical streams
respectively.

Prof Sim, who holds a PhD in
curriculum and social studies
from the University of Sydney, at-
tributed the results to the “rich-
er” and “more flexible” six-year
IP. For instance, students do not
have to take social studies at the
O levels, and they have time to
work on social advocacy projects.

“Teachers expose them to
topics beyond the textbooks, and
have more time to discuss,” said
Prof Sim, 45.

In contrast, students in most
other schools have less than two
years to prepare for the social

studies exam, and teachers tend
to “drill exam skills” into their stu-
dents.

But there is room for improve-
ment, even for IP students.

For instance, most students –
regardless of the school they were
from – were “hazy” about the con-
cept of democracy and its princi-
ples, she said, “because it is not
dealt with in detail in our sylla-
bus”.

Their understanding of citizen-
ship also tended to be limited.
Most thought of it as engaging in
“responsible behaviours” like re-
specting government leaders and
volunteering. But “citizenship is
much more than volunteer work...
it is about exercising rights and be-
ing compelled to speak up respon-
sibly when something is unfair”,
she said.

She proposed that schools cre-
ate “open” spaces like student fo-
rums to discuss and debate contro-
versial issues.

“In a sense, that’s what educa-
tion is about – to be concerned cit-
izens who live meaningful lives
and contribute effectively to socie-
ty.”
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SINGAPORE and South Korea
have much to learn from each oth-
er as both countries adjust to do-
mestic changes and increasing glo-
bal uncertainty, Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong said yesterday.

The two Asian Tigers should
thus build on their already “excel-
lent” ties, founded on similarities
including rapid economic growth
and interest in the region’s peace
and stability, he said at a dinner
hosted by South Korean President
Park Geun Hye at the Blue House,

her official residence.
Mr Lee described Singapore as

“feeling a new way forward” in
pursuing inclusive growth, while
Korea is “moving towards a new
era of hope, underpinned by a cre-
ative economy, a flourishing cul-
ture and personal happiness”.

“We have much to learn from
each other... I am very glad to en-
hance our bilateral cooperation in
areas like research and develop-
ment, education, and aviation.
These will pave the way for even
closer ties in future.”

Despite Seoul’s sub-zero tem-
peratures, there was distinct
warmth between the two Asian

leaders, with Ms Park saying Sin-
gapore has been “unfailing as a
friend” since Korea set up a trade
mission in the Republic in 1970.

She also spoke of the warmth
and kindness shown her by Mr
Lee’s parents, former prime minis-
ter Lee Kuan Yew and Mrs Lee.
Ms Park’s father was former Kore-
an president Park Chung Hee.

She praised Singapore’s “diplo-
matic calibre” and said it was a
valued partner in South Korea’s

foreign policy efforts, including
its goal of peaceful reunification
with North Korea.

On a lighter note, Ms Park also
noted the “growing mutual inter-
est” between the two countries,
buoyed by the popularity of Hal-
lyu, or the Korean Wave.

Korean pop culture made an un-
expected appearance at the state
dinner last night: among the
guests was 20-year-old Natasha
Low, or Tasha, the Singaporean

singer of K-pop band Skarf.
Mr Lee welcomed her, adding

that Korean dramas also have a
large fan base in Singapore – in-
cluding his wife Ho Ching, who
was present at the dinner.

The dinner followed a meeting
at which Mr Lee and Ms Park
agreed to review the Korea-Singa-
pore Free Trade Agreement, con-
cluded in 2006, to promote more
trade and investment.

On air services, they will work
to achieve a “mutually beneficial
package of traffic rights”, said a
statement from the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs.

They also discussed the agenda
for next year’s Asean-Korea Com-
memorative Summit.

Mr Lee, who arrived in South
Korea on Tuesday, also met Depu-
ty Prime Minister and Minister for
Strategy and Finance Hyun Oh Se-
ok yesterday and attended a lunch
with Korean business leaders or-
ganised by the Korea Internation-
al Trade Association.

Bilateral trade between the two
countries exceeded US$23 billion
(S$28 billion) last year and South
Korea is Singapore’s seventh-larg-
est trading partner.

PM Lee leaves for Tokyo today
to attend the Asean-Japan Com-
memorative Summit.
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Examples of survey questions

1. Which of the following is an
accurate statement about laws?
(a) Laws forbid or require certain
actions. *
(b) Laws are made by the police.
(c) Laws are valid only if all
citizens have voted to accept
them.
(d) Laws prevent criticism of the
government.

2. In democratic countries
what is the function of having
more than one political party?
(a) To present different opinions
in the national legislature (e.g.
Parliament, Congress) *

(b) To limit political corruption
(c) To prevent political
demonstrations
(d) To encourage economic
competition

3. Two people work at the
same job but one is paid less
than the other. The principle
of equality would be violated
if the person is paid less
because of...
(a) fewer educational
qualifications
(b) less work experience
(c) working for a few hours
(d) gender (sex) *

SINGAPORE will intensify cooper-
ation with South Korea in biomedi-
cal sciences, giving a shot in the
arm to the local medical technolo-
gy sector.

National agencies from the two
countries yesterday inked a pact
to spur biomedical and med-tech
research and development (R&D),
promote talent exchange and help
to commercialise joint projects.

The memorandum of under-
standing (MOU) was signed in
Seoul by Singapore’s Agency for
Science, Technology and Re-
search (A*Star) and the Korea
Health Industry Development In-
stitute (KHIDI), a public organisa-
tion that aims to promote and de-

velop Korea’s health industry.
The signing was witnessed by

Senior Minister of State for Trade
and Industry Lee Yi Shyan and Ko-
rean Health and Welfare Minister
Moon Hyung Pyo. Mr Lee is in
South Korea with Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong on an official vis-
it to the country this week.

As part of the collaboration be-
tween the two agencies, a US$5
million (S$6.3 million) research
fund has been set up. The first
grant call for the A*Star-KHIDI
Joint Research Fund will take
place next year, A*Star said.

There are also plans for KHIDI
to establish a Biomedical Sciences
Development Centre in Singa-

pore, and start student exchange
programmes between A*Star and
South Korea’s Dongguk Universi-
ty.

A*Star said the partnership
with KHIDI “will aid in bolstering
the med-tech industry in Singa-
pore”, where there are not enough
companies to support product de-
velopment, prototyping, clinical
trials and regulatory capabilities.

South Korea’s large number of
med-tech small and medi-
um-sized enterprises will bulk up
support for product development.

The memorandum, proposed
by South Korea, caps a year of
increased cooperation between
the two countries in biomedical

R&D, A*Star said.
“Singapore and Korea’s bio-

medical research and innovation
strategies are highly complementa-
ry, and this synergy has enhanced
our research partnerships over the
past year,” said Dr Raj Tham-
puran, A*Star’s managing direc-
tor.

KHIDI president Ko Kyung
Hwa said the MOU will allow both
countries to share their strengths
in biomedical science and “go to
the global market” together.

Other countries with which Sin-
gapore has research collaboration
agreements include Italy, Finland,
Japan and New Zealand.
FIONA CHAN

(correct answers are indicated by *)

Mr Lee and Ms Park meeting prior to a dinner hosted by the South Korean leader yesterday at the Blue House. They agreed
to review the Korea-Singapore Free Trade Agreement to promote more trade and investment. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO

NEW YORK – Time magazine
named Pope Francis as its Per-
son of the Year, crediting him
with shifting the message of
the Catholic Church while cap-
turing the “imaginations of mil-
lions” who had become disillu-
sioned with the Vatican.

This is the third time the
magazine has chosen a pope as
its Person of the Year. In 1994,
Time gave that honour to Pope
John Paul II, and in 1963, to
Pope John XXIII.

“In his nine months in of-
fice, he has placed himself at
the very centre of the central
conversations of our time:
about wealth and poverty, fair-
ness and justice, transparency,
modernity, globalisation, the
role of women, the nature of

marriage, the temptations of
power,” Time editor Nancy
Gibbs wrote in an editorial on the
magazine’s website yesterday.

She credited him with chang-
ing “the tone of what is coming
out of the Vatican”. “He is say-
ing, ‘We are about the healing
mission of the Church, and not
about the theological police
work’,” she said.

The Pope, 76, beat former US
National Security Agency con-
tractor Edward Snowden and gay
rights activist Edith Windsor for
the award. Other finalists includ-
ed Syrian President Bashar al-As-
sad and US Senator Ted Cruz
from Texas.

“What makes this Pope so im-
portant is the speed with which
he has captured the imaginations

of millions who had given up on
hoping for the church at all,”
Time said on its website.

Vatican spokesman Father Fe-
derico Lombardi said Pope Fran-
cis was not seeking fame.

“It is a positive sign that one
of the most prestigious recogni-
tions by the international media
has been given to a person who
proclaims to the world spiritual,
religious and moral values and
speaks out forcefully in favour of
peace and greater justice,” Fa-
ther Lombardi said in a state-
ment.

“If this attracts men and wom-
en and gives them hope, the Pope
is happy. If this choice of ‘Person
of the Year’ means that many
have understood this message,
even implicitly, he is certainly

glad,” he said.
Born in Buenos Aires, the

world’s first Latin American
pope grew up as the son of work-
ing class Italian immigrants and
established himself as a leader
with the common touch.

As Pope, the leader of the
world’s 1.2 billion Catholics has
shown a strong reformist drive in
his first few months in office. He
has also set up a series of commit-
tees aimed at reforming the Vati-
can hierarchy, its economic af-
fairs and its bank.

Some hope he can revive a
Church roiled by scandal and un-
dermined by rival religions and
secularism, which many Catho-
lics find to be out of touch with
contemporary values.
REUTERS

Biomedical research gets booster shot with new pact

Pope Francis waving to the
crowd at Piazza di Spagna in

Rome on Sunday. He is the third
pope to be chosen by Time as

its Person of the Year.
PHOTO: AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

But overall, 15-year-olds here have only
a limited understanding of citizenship
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IP students know civic
issues better: Study

S’pore, Korea
‘have much
to learn from
each other’
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