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My son was climbing up a ramp to a 
slide like a ninja, and in his agility 
and speed, overtaking another boy 
gingerly making his way up.

I briefly contemplated two 
actions – either letting my son 
slide down, which would take a 
mere three seconds, or stopping 
him there and then to give him 
“the talk”.

There was no real toss-up. My 
husband and I immediately took 
him aside and reminded him of the 
playground rules: Wait your turn 
and share the equipment. 

Nearly three years old, my son is 
starting to learn that he does not 
exist in a bubble, and there are 
other children around him. 

This recent episode came to mind 
when the Ministry of Education 
(MOE) announced last month its 
review of character and citizenship 
education (CCE) in schools. 

Education Minister Ong Ye Kung 
said the aim is for children to 
develop a sense of identity and 
values from the time they are young 
so that these guide their 
relationships with their families, 
peers and the community.

The review is even more timely, 
in the light of findings on student 
well-being that were released on 
Tuesday by the latest Programme 
for International Student 
Assessment (Pisa). 

The Pisa study, by the 
Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, 
found that more than 70 per cent of 
Singapore students were afraid of 
failure, worrying about what others 

thought about them, and how it 
would affect their future.

A high proportion – 76 per cent – 
felt a sense of competition among 
their peers, although they also 
valued cooperation. 

These issues that have surfaced, 
like excessive competition or fear 
of failure, are among prevalent 
attitudes that the MOE hopes to 
address, especially with the 
ongoing review of how values will 
be taught in schools.

The MOE has made key moves in 
recent years to encourage students 
and parents to adopt healthier 
attitudes towards learning instead 
of viewing it as a race with 
competitors to beat. 

The new Primary School Leaving 
Examination scoring system to kick 
in from 2021, the removal of 
academic streams in secondary 
schools by 2024, and ramping up 
aptitude-based admissions are 
among the changes the ministry 
has made to drive home that point. 

“We will continue to build on 
these efforts by helping students 
develop the resilience to bounce 
back from failure, and to view 
setbacks as opportunities to learn 
and grow,” the MOE said on 
Tuesday. 

Observers hope the changes to 
CCE will also meet other pressing 
societal needs like learning to 
understand differences, and to 
empathise and work well with 
people. 

RETHINK HOW VALUES 
ARE TAUGHT
Under the present syllabus, which 
was implemented in 2014 under 
then Education Minister Heng 
Swee Keat, primary school pupils 
get one to 1½ hours of CCE lessons 
a week. Form teachers also spend 
half an hour with them each week 
to get to know them better beyond 
subject lessons. 

During these sessions, they 
discuss values and good habits and 
how these could be applied to their 
lives. They have activities like role 
playing, group work, storytelling, 
or a time of reflection or journal 
writing. 

Schools also have some space – 11 
to 15 hours a year – to customise 
their own CCE programmes 
according to values they choose to 
focus on. They plan 
age-appropriate activities for 
students to put the values they 
learn into action. These activities 
could range from visiting an 
eldercare centre and packing 
donated items for charity to fund 
raising and cleaning-up 
programmes. 

Primary 1 and 2 pupils might 
design a poster about reducing 
water wastage, while older pupils 
might set up a class recycling 
corner and learn how to dispose of 
recyclable items, or even take 
ownership of the cleanliness of 
certain parts of their school.

The director of MOE’s CCE 
branch, Mr Puvan Ariaratnam, said 
it is undertaking a “comprehensive 
review” of the curriculum, “given 
the rapid and significant changes to 
the environment in which our 
children grow up, especially the 
influence of social media”. 

More details will be out later, he 
said. 

Syllabus reviews across subjects 
are done regularly to ensure that 
what students learn remains 
relevant. Most educators, parents 
and students pay more attention to 
changes in the curricula of 
academic subjects, but less to moral 
education.

Similarly, there are pre-school 
Chinese language immersion 
programmes, brain training for 
babies and all sorts of literacy and 
numeracy classes for children – but 
learning values can sometimes fall 
by the wayside. 

In the past, it was not uncommon 
to hear of teachers who used moral 
education periods as “catch up” or 
revision sessions for examinable 
subjects, although this attitude has 
improved significantly.

Revisiting and re-evaluating the 
subject of values must be a top 
priority, especially in a world 
becoming more polarised with 
more complex challenges. 

STARTING EARLY, AT HOME 
There is a Jesuit saying: “Give me 
the child for the first seven years 
and I will give you the man.” 

The early years, when children 
are the most malleable, are a crucial 
time for laying the foundation in 
values, said observers. 

Associate Professor Caroline 
Koh, head of the National Institute 
of Education’s psychological 
studies academic group, said: “Kids 
at a young age believe what you tell 
them if they perceive that doing so 
is beneficial to them, or helps them 
avoid punishment, or earn a 
reward, or secure approval.”

Citing American psychologist 
Lawrence Kohlberg – known for his 
theory of moral development – 
Prof Koh added: “This implies that 
kids could easily be influenced 
either positively or negatively.

“Hence, it is important that they 
are exposed to the right values 
rather than to adverse influences 
since they are unable, at their 

stage of cognitive development, to 
make a critical appraisal of the 
situation and of what is right or 
wrong.” 

Parents play the most important 
role in this journey.

Ms Jean Loo, co-founder of 
Superhero Me, a non-profit arts 
group that runs programmes to 
foster friendships among children 
of different abilities, said: “It’s 
crucial to talk about how adults 
facilitate such conversations and 
model certain kinds of behaviour.

“Many times, children are 
disability-blind, but they pick up 
these norms that adults practise.” 

The general secretary of the 
Singapore Kindness Movement, Dr 
William Wan, said: “Positive role 
modelling will reinforce what is 
taught in school, while the opposite 
will negate what schools do, or 
confuse children.” 

LEARNING BY DOING
Observers said they hope the new 
curriculum will be more interactive 
and allow for values to be “caught” 
through first-hand experiences. 

Nee Soon GRC MP Louis Ng, who 
takes his five-year-old daughter on 
visits to a refugee camp in Malaysia, 
said: “They learn the most through 
the experiences we give them.” 

He added that his daughter also 
developed a habit of picking up 
plastic and trash after her 
pre-school organised a beach 
cleanup. 

“I hope CCE lessons will not just 
involve learning in classrooms, but 
the children can experience 
hands-on work,” he said.

Dr Wan said: “Teachers must be 

trained to seize opportunities for 
learning moments in and out of 
classrooms. 

“For instance, as a parent, you 
don’t sit down and tell your kid, ‘I 
want to teach you some moral 
values,’” he said. “It’s often during 
an encounter or an incident that 
you share a lesson at that point.” 

Ms Loo said: “Sometimes values 
can be perceived as a very abstract, 
fluffy concept. In the new 
implementation, I hope values can 
be sited within contexts – for 
instance, kindness in the context of 
sustainability, or working with 
seniors.” 

Prof Koh said schools could use 
case-based scenarios, field trips 
and projects for students to solve 
problems with tangible results. 

Jalan Besar GRC MP Denise Phua 
said: “Values education or the CCE 
period cannot be divorced from the 
rest of what’s happening in school.

“The review should not be 
standalone but must align with 
everything else, in sports, 
co-curricular activities, 
values-in-action community 
projects and in-classroom 
behaviours.”

Ms Loo said another example of 
how CCE could be enhanced would 
be to not just discuss diversity and 
inclusion as concepts, but to 
provide more opportunities to 
experience social mixing. 

One way to expand such avenues 
is for schools to connect with 
ground-up organisations and 
community groups which are 
already doing such work on a 
regular basis. “It comes more 
naturally if there’s constant 

practice and a community where 
these values are part of day-to-day 
life versus something you have to 
learn,” Ms Loo said. 

KINDNESS IN A DIVIDED WORLD
In Singapore, there is growing 
concern about widening income 
inequality and generational gaps. 

Said Mr Ng: “We should help our 
children focus on how we are 
similar to others, not how different 
we are.” 

Experts say that pro-social traits, 
which include the willingness to 
help and share as well as cooperate 
with others, are even more vital in 
today’s interconnected world, 
where much depends on people’s 
ability to foster trust and build 
relationships, even in the 
workplace. 

Prof Koh said there is a growing 
body of research overseas showing 
the importance of learning 
pro-social skills in early childhood. 

For instance, researchers from 
The Pennsylvania State University 
found that early pro-social 
behaviour is linked to better 
outcomes for a child’s future in 
terms of academic and job success, 
with lower rates of failure and 
crime. 

Prof Koh noted: “Globalisation is 
pretty much alive, and there is a 
need for people to collaborate and 
work in teams, be it face to face or 
online.” 

THE TIMES ARE A-CHANGING
Parents must first know their 
children well enough – including 
their strengths and weaknesses – to 
nudge them in the right direction, 
said observers. 

The parent-child relationship 
lays the groundwork for children to 
manoeuvre their way through life, 
despite changing social norms and 
external influences.

Even morality has become less 
black and white today, with 
societies grappling with more 
complex issues. 

“Having to manage technology 
and social media in a very early 
stage of their lives inevitably forms 
part of their identity,” said Ms Loo. 

“Educating children on values is 
especially crucial in today’s world 
because they face a completely 
different set of challenges 
compared to what their teachers or 
parents would have faced.” 

Said Dr Wan: “We must find 
opportunities to help them discern 
between right and wrong, and to 
make good decisions.” 

He said that resilience and 
tenacity are key traits that young 
children must learn and carry into 
adulthood. “The older generation 
came from the school of hard 
knocks, but today, children are 
mostly well taken care of as we 
become a more affluent society,” 
he added. 

In his address last month, Mr Ong 
had said: “With solid grounding, 
(children) will be more ready to 
make life choices, such as their 
educational pathways, careers, the 
kind of person they want to be, and 
things they wish to achieve in life.” 

For now, the playground is my 
son’s classroom, and he 
understands that he is not the only 
one there, and he must share. He is 
also learning that he can recover 
from falls and knocks, even if older 
kids intimidate him. 

My job as parent is to be his guide 
as he takes small steps in life 
lessons. 
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T
he Straits Times’ award of the Asian of the Year 
2019 title to Indonesian President Joko Widodo 
recognises an extraordinary leader and the poten-
tial of his country. Now in its eighth year, the 
award honours a person, a group or an institution 
judged to have made a significant impact on soci-
ety, nation or the wider Asian continent in the 
past year. Mr Joko was the unanimous choice of 
the selection panel. He stood out as a leader who 
unites citizens and nations in a world riven by divi-
sions. There are leaders who rise to power by fo-
menting populist forces of nativism against real 
or imagined enemies at home or abroad; others di-
vide citizens themselves along ethnic or other 
lines to shore up their support base.

Mr Joko reveals how someone can be a trusted 
and popular leader by seeking to unite the domes-
tic polity while integrating the nation into the re-
gion and beyond. He has succeeded domestically 
by being an establishment outsider who, paradox-
ically, defines what it means to be a political in-
sider in Indonesia today. He does not represent 
the traditional constituencies of power, being a 
scion neither of the military nor bureaucracy, nor 
of a business empire or a political clan. Instead, 
his political ascendancy exemplifies the appeal of 
an honest and effective leader who rose through a 
competitive process among rivals at the lower 
rungs of electoral politics. Yet, he has reached out 
to technocrats and even former rivals to build an 

administration that seeks to represent the Indone-
sian mainstream. Not everyone agrees with him, 
but he has been able to get citizens to agree to dis-
agree, thus strengthening the democratic fabric.

The domestic consensus that Mr Joko has built 
buttresses Indonesia’s regional posture. As South-
east Asia’s largest country and economy, Indone-
sia has a crucial role in guiding Asean’s direction 
and adding to its momentum. Jakarta hosted a key 
regional meeting that first proposed the Asean 
Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, which was adopted 
subsequently by Asean leaders. Indonesia’s contri-
bution to Asean integration benefits other mem-
bers, including Singapore, which enjoys strong 
economic and political relations with Jakarta. 

Globally, Indonesia stands for religious modera-
tion that contributes to the broader quest by Mus-
lim-majority nations for peace and development. 
Religious extremism and terrorism have inflicted 
wounds on the Indonesian body politic and social 
fabric, but the country perseveres with its brand 
of moderation notwithstanding insistent pulls to 
the contrary. There were worries that Mr Joko 
might cede too much ground to figures associated 
with the religious Right in an attempt to consoli-
date the government’s voting base. But given his 
personal popularity and renewed mandate,  he 
should hardly do so. His own base cuts across eth-
nic lines, and it is this demographic strength that 
should embolden him to lead Indonesia forward. 
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