
Sumatran tigers are
disappearing with
Indonesia’s once-sacred
forests, says Bruce Gale.
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C O L U M N S

Tigers facing extinction

BY LEONARD LIM

Myanmar will chair Asean in 2014.
This makes sense in light of recent
political changes there, which, unlike
earlier gestures by the junta, are more
than cosmetic. But the rest of Asean
will expect Myanmar to continue on
the path of political reform. If it
reverts to its old way of dealing with
dissent, it will attract international
condemnation again, reduce Asean’s
international standing, and
complicate its own position in the
association.
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Medisave should be used for normal
consultation, treatment and medicine
costs at all dental clinics, subject to a
reasonable cap per year (maybe $100),
says Muhammad Dzul Azhan Haji Sahban.
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IN OUR reports yesterday, “Tao fights
back” and “Singapore’s medallists”,
we said Jeremy Matthews, Clement
Lim, Pang Sheng Jun and Danny Yeo
won the men’s 4x200m freestyle relay
at the ongoing SEA Games.

The information came from the
Team Singapore website put up by the
Singapore Sports Council. But swim-
ming officials have clarified that Teo
Zhen Ren, not Pang, swam in the re-
lay.

The world may have to
accept living alongside a
nuclear Iran, says William
Choong.
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A
NECDOTAL tales and newspa-
per reports of youth behaving
badly these days are shocking.
Girls in primary school buy
alcohol and go on drinking

binges. School toilets are not just for stu-
dents to relieve themselves, but also to
get high on drugs.

In some students’ bags, playing cards,
poker chips and gambling paraphernalia
take up more space than textbooks.

Mirroring worldwide trends, the val-
ues of Singapore’s students are worrying-
ly headed downhill, many parents and
educators fear.

The Ministry of Education’s (MOE)
push to re-emphasise the teaching of val-
ues, under a new character and citizen-
ship education syllabus, is hence timely.

All teachers – not just those involved
in civics and moral education (CME) –
are being encouraged to find moments
during science, English literature or even
music lessons to talk about morals and
help build students’ character.

It is a sea change from the past, when
values education was always a
stand-alone subject, from ethics (intro-
duced in 1959), to other programmes that
replaced it, including, since the 1990s,
the current CME syllabus.

Internationally, there has been a divide
between teaching it as an independent
subject in dedicated classes, or across the
curriculum. In two studies by the Interna-
tional Association for the Evaluation of
Educational Achievement in 1995 and
2009, there was a 50-50 split among the
places (28 in 1995, 38 in 2009) adopting
each method. Hong Kong, England and
Sweden were among those in the studies.

Both approaches have their strengths
and weaknesses, writes Professor Lee
Wing On in a keynote paper presented at
a character and citizenship education con-
ference recently.

One problem with teaching values as a
separate subject is that it may not always
be productive. Enforcing a discussion on
morals just to fulfil curriculum require-
ments when people are not ready to talk
may lead to avoidance.

Some teachers are also uncomfortable
about teaching values as they may not be
practising some of them, and the stu-
dents know it, Prof Lee, the National In-
stitute of Education’s dean of education
research, observed.

It has been established that a
whole-school approach is needed for
effective values education, he says, and
one reason is that there are values inher-
ent in all subjects.

Still, given the attributes of today’s
youngsters, the obsession with grades in
Singapore and the myriad influences chil-
dren are exposed to, the road ahead is
fraught with challenges.

First, students are much more ques-
tioning and cynical than in the past. They
are growing up in a time when Singapore
is enjoying First World status, gleaming
skyscrapers and tourist attractions are
added to the landscape every year, and
“struggle for survival” is a phrase more
closely linked with a computer game’s bat-
tlefield scenario than real life.

In trying to build character in this gen-
eration that hates being preached to, how
do you strike a balance between taking
too authoritative an approach, and so soft
a stance that students do not bother lis-
tening?

Statements like “Your forefathers
worked hard and this is how Singapore’s
success came about, so you must follow
their example” are a sure-fire way of turn-
ing many off.

At the other extreme, simply having
open discussions about what is right and
wrong is not enough in ensuring values
are internalised in the young.

The second obstacle in placing values
at the core of the education system is that

it will be near impossible to displace the
priority of getting good grades.

What is the incentive for a physics or
biology teacher to talk at length about the
ethical considerations of scientific
research, when Bernoulli’s principle and
the human reproductive system are the
topics that will be tested in exams?

As it is, many schools, through school
camps, outdoor activities or reflection
journals, already have good programmes
to develop their students holistically. But
the first question that principals usually
get from parents is still “What’s your
average Primary School Leaving Examina-
tion score or cut-off point?”

It will take some time, but mindsets
will have to change to make character de-
velopment pervade every school activity.

When the whole-school approach to
teaching values was announced last
week, some teachers were sceptical of
how successful it would be. They grum-
ble they are already laden with non-teach-
ing duties and other administrative work,
and this would be just another burden.

Students have also encountered teach-
ers who blatantly use the F-word in class,
or post photos on Facebook of themselves
in a drunken stupor.

If the MOE’s push is to work, it has to
get teachers to buy into the idea first.

In terms of policy, a national frame-
work that is not too prescriptive when it
comes to teaching values works best, say
experts. Schools and teachers should
know the profiles of their students and
the environment they come from and
develop strategies at the local level, said
citizenship and values education expert
James Arthur of Birmingham University.
Lessons – especially in the humanities –
can be structured so that values like
responsibility and fairness can be high-
lighted.

From my experience with working
with youth in my church, I have found
that the best way to engage them is to har-
ness social networking tools. Get them
talking about an issue by posting a com-
ment on Twitter, or pick out videos going
viral on YouTube for discussion.

Parents, meanwhile, must recall the
old adage that values are caught and not
taught, and they are the first and most
important role models for their children.

Parents have to be on the same page as
teachers, with both groups reinforcing
values that the other holds up as ideal.

The years ahead will be complex and
challenging, with new teaching methods
that mix Shakespeare’s Macbeth and mor-
als needing to be tried out.

Still, parents and educators must perse-
vere. The alternative is to risk having a
citizenry lacking a strong moral compass
and with little sense of belonging to this
country.
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