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Children in Singapore are among the top readers in the 
world, a recent study has found. 

They are adept not only in understanding text in 
print, but also do well in navigating online material, 
according to the latest results of the Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) released 
last month. A good number are capable of higher-order 
reading skills such as assessing complex literary story 
plots and interpreting non-fiction texts.

Singapore has gone from being ranked No. 4 out of 45 
education systems in 2011 to being second out of 58 
territories, in terms of how well students read. 

Experts attribute this to factors such as their being 
surrounded by more reading material, with greater 
access to the Internet. 

Also, as Assistant Professor Loh Chin Ee, an expert in 
reading from the National Institute of Education, said: 
“Generally, our literacy rate is high, and as parents 
become more educated, more of them are spending 
time reading with their children at home.”

Many believe in reading and talking to babies long 
before they utter their first words, as research shows 
this boosts development in language and cognition. 

Dr Loh also noted that the English language syllabus 
is revised every 10 years to ensure it is up to date. For 
instance, in the past decade, schools have placed 
greater emphasis on speaking and using language in 
real-world contexts – strategies which have 
contributed to students’ stronger literacy skills. 

An encouraging finding is that 81 per cent of the 
10-year-old pupils who took part in the PIRLS 
questionnaire said they like reading. 

But reading habits change with competing demands, 
and many read less as they get older. A National Arts 
Council survey in 2016 found that older people here 
read less than those in their teens, 20s and 30s. 

Beyond proficiency, experts say more attention can 
be paid to the affective side of building literacy, such as 
motivating students to be readers, and letting them 
read according to their interests. Dr Loh said: “We need 
to create an environment for reading. We are good in 
instruction and curriculum, but there are other areas 
for improvement – in the design of spaces to encourage 
reading, to recommending books to students.” 

Academically weaker pupils, in particular, need to 
also enjoy reading so they have more reason to 
continue the habit. 

Someone who enjoys reading is more likely to keep 
on picking up books – and other reading material – 
even as an adult, contributing to a society that is not 
just proficient in a language, but can also use it to 
understand and construct the world around it. 
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COLOMBO • One area of strong col-
laboration between Singapore and 
Sri Lanka is in the rejuvenation of 
the Beira Lake district in Colombo.

The  Singapore  government  
think-tank  Centre  for  Liveable  
Cities (CLC) conducted workshops 
to help Sri Lanka officials form an 
action plan to clean up the lake and 
to redevelop surrounding areas.

“Beira Lake is a polluted lake in 
the heart of Colombo city. So, we 
saw the similarities with the Singa-
pore River, which was also polluted 

until the 1970s, when Mr Lee Kuan 
Yew set civil  servants the task of 
cleaning it up in 10 years,” CLC exec-
utive director Khoo Teng Chye said.

Sponsored by Temasek Founda-
tion, the six workshops – five in Sri 
Lanka and one in Singapore – were 
attended by 200 Sri  Lankan offi-
cials from 19 government agencies.

The workshops ended last year. 
An  action  plan was  presented  to  
Minister of Megapolis and Western 
Development Champika Ranawaka.

The  plan  is  now  being  imple-

mented. As was the case with the 
Singapore River clean-up, illegal set-
tlements around the lake have to be 
cleared as they are a source of pollu-
tion. The Sri Lanka government has 
recently  moved  these  residents  
into public housing elsewhere.

Ms Priyani Nawaratne, deputy di-
rector of the Urban Development 
Authority in Colombo, attended the 
workshops. Her key takeaway was 
how Singapore kept its city centre 
vibrant  by  eliminating  pollution  
and making it  attractive to locals 

and tourists, as well as to investors 
who want to develop it.

The action plan from the work-
shops is now “one of the priority 
projects  of  the  government”,  she  
said. The next step is to have a mas-
terplan and to ensure development 
takes place in an orderly way.

Since Prime Minister Ranil Wick-
remesingha – an admirer of Singa-
pore’s progress – came to office in 
2015, Sri Lanka has sent hundreds 
of officials to Singapore on training 
programmes and study trips.

Those at CLC’s workshops were 
serious-minded  officials  who  felt  
the urgency to rebuild their city and 
their economy after many years of 
civil war, said Mr Khoo. “We could 
sense that they wanted to accom-
plish  something,”  he  said.  “They  
were also professional. They knew 
what they were talking about.”

The workshops strengthened ties 
between officials of the two coun-
tries, and can create goodwill  for 
Singapore companies, he added.

One Singapore firm, Next Story 
Group,  has  taken  advantage  of  
Beira Lake’s rejuvenation to build, 
along with a local joint-venture part-
ner, a 47-floor development with a 

hotel and a mall by the lake.
For Beira Lake’s rejuvenation to 

succeed, there must be political will 
to require agencies to collaborate – 
as in the case of Singapore River 
and Marina Bay, said Mr Khoo.

“If you don’t have coordination, 
and one agency says, ‘This is not my 
priority, I have got something else 
more important to do,’ then noth-
ing will happen,” he said. “We told 
them this story to signal to them 
that at the end of the day, you need 
the political leadership to bring the 
agencies together. It looks like they 
do have that political leadership.”
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Singapore businesses said they are 
bullish about the Sri Lanka market, 
and expect to benefit considerably 
from a free trade agreement (FTA) 
that both countries will sign today.

One area they have high hopes 
for is tariff reduction, as imported 
goods sometimes face tariffs of up 
to 60 per cent to 80 per cent.

Details  of  the  deal  will  be  un-
veiled after its signing today at the 

Presidential Secretariat, witnessed 
by President Maithripala  Sirisena 
and  Prime  Minister  Lee  Hsien  
Loong, who is on an official visit.

But  amid  cheers,  a  backlash  
against the FTA by domestic groups 
indicates a protectionist reflex that 
Singapore firms say is one of the 
challenges they have to deal with.

“Sri Lanka is a promising market 
for Singapore SMEs. (It offers) com-
pelling business opportunities... at 
sizes digestible by Singapore com-
panies,”  said  Singapore  Business  
Federation  chairman  Teo  Siong  

Seng, who is leading a delegation in 
conjunction with PM Lee’s visit.

Sectors of interest include infor-
mation and communications tech-
nology, real estate, hospitality and 
tourism, as well as energy and logis-
tics, he noted.

“The new  pro-business  govern-
ment  has  been  working  hard  to  
attract investments and introduce 
reforms,” he added, referring to the 
government led by Prime Minister 
Ranil  Wickremesinghe  that  took  
office in 2015.

One clear boon from the country’s 
open stance is better infrastructure 
due to investment from China.

Mr  Malaravan  Ron,  Singapore  
owner of capsule hotel Star Anise, 
said  the  drive  from  Colombo  to  

nearby  city  Galle  now  takes  21/2  
hours, down from six hours, after 
the Chinese built better roads.

Star Anise, South Asia’s first cap-
sule hotel,  opened in Colombo in 
2016. It can house 44 guests in cap-
sules of 2m by 1.9m or smaller. With 
high occupancy rates, two more ho-
tels in Sri Lanka are in the works. 

“Singapore  firms  have  an  edge  
here because of Singapore’s good 
image,” said Star Anise director Vi-
gneswaran Mohan.

Singapore-based  Pastamania  is  
also expanding into Sri Lanka. 

Mr Wilson Lim, executive direc-
tor  at  Commonwealth  Capital  
which owns the restaurant’s fran-
chise, said Sri  Lanka’s higher per 
capita gross domestic product than 
India makes it an ideal springboard 
into the region.

If the FTA can lower the existing 
high  tariffs  on  foods,  it  will  be  a  
boost for Singapore firms, he added.

Prima Group general manager for 
Sri Lanka Tan Beng Chuan agrees 
tariff reduction is vital. Prima owns 
a flour mill in Sri Lanka and has in-
vested US$250 million (S$330 mil-

lion) in the country since 1977.
Mr Tan said Prima also hopes this 

FTA triggers more FTAs between 
Sri Lanka and other trading part-
ners,  including  China  and  other  
Asean countries.

But the FTA has drawn nays too. 
Professional groups were reported 
saying “they have not provided any 
consent” to the FTA. 

While  the  Sri  Lankan  govern-
ment has consulted them on the 
deal, their consent is not required.

Singapore firms also face other 
challenges. 

When Star Anise was being reno-
vated, competitors got the police to 
check on it, to verify its licences, 
said Mr Vigneswaran. There is also 
red tape, he noted, though less com-
pared to India.

Other challenges he cited include 
a lack of skilled and English-speak-
ing staff and high electricity prices.

But  such  issues  can  be  out-
weighed by the faster growth here, 
and an FTA will further encourage 
firms to consider Sri Lanka.

The new government is also do-
ing more to help businesses. 

Mr Teo said: “Challenges like bu-
reaucracy and (the lack of) clarity 
on policies have been raised, but we 
understand from Singapore compa-
nies that the government here lis-
tens, and has resolved issues.”
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Primary 4 pupils in Singapore have 
emerged second in an international 
test that measured how well they 
can read, out of 58 territories.

The results of the Progress in Inter-
national  Reading  Literacy  Study  
(PIRLS), released last month, also 
found  that  pupils  here  outper-
formed their peers in other coun-
tries in navigating online texts.

Singapore pupils came up tops – 
surpassing 13 other territories and 
countries,  including  the  United  
States – in the online task, which re-
quired them to answer questions re-
lated to information on the Web. 

This is the first time the study – 
which has been conducted every 
five  years  since  2001  –  has  in-
cluded  a  section  to  assess  how  
pupils understand online informa-
tion, to capture the changing na-
ture of how young people consume 
information in a digital age.

About 6,500 pupils from all 177 pri-
mary schools here took the test in 
2016.  More  than  319,000  pupils  
worldwide took part.

Russia was top out of 58 education 
systems in this round, while Hong 
Kong was third, Ireland fourth and 
Finland fifth.

Singapore was fourth out of 45 edu-
cation systems previously in 2011.

The test, sponsored by the Interna-
tional Association for the Evaluation 

of Educational Achievement, evalu-
ated pupils’ reading and comprehen-
sion skills, such as connecting pieces 
of information,  and making infer-
ences from texts. Pupils were given 
two  reading  passages  –  narrative  
fiction as well as information-based 
texts such as news articles – and had 
to  answer  multiple-choice  and  
written-response questions.

More than a quarter – 29 per cent 
– of Singapore pupils achieved the 
“advanced”  benchmark,  which  is  
the highest level of attainment in the 
2016 study, similar to 2011’s results. 
The  international  proportion  of  
such pupils was only 10 per cent. 

The Ministry of Education (MOE) 
attributed  Singapore’s  improve-
ment to changes in the way the Eng-
lish  language  has  been  taught  in  
schools in the past decade, such as 
the introduction of the Strategies for 
English  Language  Learning  and  
Reading (Stellar). 

Under Stellar, grammar and vocab-
ulary are taught through children’s 
stories and texts,  instead  of  text-
books and worksheets.

Mr Sng Chern Wei, MOE’s deputy 
director-general of education (cur-
riculum), said: “We are heartened 
that the curricular strategies – such 
as Stellar – which are engaging and 
factor in our local diverse context, 
have shown success.”

Weaker pupils showed a marked 
improvement as well. 

Only  3  per  cent  of  pupils  per-
formed below the “low” benchmark 

in reading in 2016, compared with 14 
per cent across all participating edu-
cation systems. 

In 2011, Singapore’s proportion of 
such pupils was also 3 per cent, but 
the figure was 10 per cent in 2001. 

Ms Sofia Gita Parkash, head of the 
English language department at Fair-
field Methodist Primary School, said 
it pairs upper primary pupils with 
younger ones to help them with read-
ing. Pupils are also selected to host 
school visitors and write articles. 

“We want pupils to learn how to 
greet people, how to code switch, 
how to react to different situations, 
cultures and contexts,” she said. 

The PIRLS report also found that 
children  whose  parents  engaged  
them in activities such as reading or 
talking from a young age, or sang to 
them, did better than those who did 
not get the same level of exposure. 

Primary 6 pupil Nathaniel Tan, 11, 
whose father,  a  44-year-old  man-
ager in a telecommunications com-
pany, has read to him daily since he 
was young, said: “Whenever I have 
free time, I will read.”

Ms Kam Sook Wei, 35, has also ex-
posed her Primary 2 daughter and 
Kindergarten 2 son to a daily routine 
of  reading from as young as four  
months old. “I read to them every 
night, whether or not they were lis-
tening,” said Ms Kam, who runs her 
own business. “In the car, I also play 
audio books and turn on the BBC.”
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Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong and Mrs Lee were received by Minister of Law 
and Order and Southern Development Sagala Ratnayaka in Sri Lanka. 
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News analysis

Go beyond proficiency
to nurturing love
of the written word

Primary 4 pupils 
at Fairfield 
Methodist 
Primary School 
reading books 
from the 
classroom 
library. The 
school pairs 
upper primary 
pupils with 
younger ones to 
help them with 
reading. 
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Details of deal to be unveiled after it is signed; 
firms have high hopes for tariff reduction

S’pore firms bullish 
about Sri Lanka
amid news of FTA

S’pore pupils No. 2 in global study on reading

Source: PROGRESS IN INTERNATIONAL READING
LITERACY STUDY (PIRLS) AND EPIRLS 2016
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Best readers

Top 10 performers in 
reading literacy

Russia
Singapore
Hong Kong
Ireland
Finland
Poland
Northern Ireland
Norway
Chinese Taipei
England

Education system

581
576
569
567
566
565
565
559
559
559

Average score

Top �ve countries in 
online reading literacy

Singapore
Norway
Ireland
Sweden
Denmark

Education system

588
568
567
559
558

Average score
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