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History of Education: A Singapore Perspective

Importance of Education in Singapore

Singapore was separated from the rest of Malaysia on 9 August 1965, and became a sovereign, democratic and independent nation. As a small country with no natural resources, Singapore relies heavily on the skills of its population to compete with its larger economic rivals. Education has always been key to the growth and development of Singapore society since its independence.
Over the years, Singapore has evolved from its traditional British-based education system to one that endeavours to meet the needs of individuals and seeks to nurture talents. Singapore’s Education system practices bilingual policy which is English with Malay, Mandarin or Tamil as the second language and a broad-based curriculum where innovation and entrepreneurship command a premium.  Individuals acquire the relevant skills and abilities to survive in competitive environments, equipped for a brighter future. The nation’s rich multicultural heritage is highlighted through the various ethnic groups such as Chinese, Malays, Indians and Eurasians living together harmoniously who have gradually acquired a distinct identity as Singaporeans whilst still maintaining each race’s traditional practices, customs and festivals. In addition, with more than 90,000 professional expatriates living and working in Singapore, they too bring their unique cultures and perspectives, adding colour and vibrancy to cosmopolitan Singapore. 
Singapore Education System in the past.

The Singapore education system in the past relied heavily in developing the talents of every individual so that each could contribute to the economy and to the ongoing struggle to make Singapore productive and competitive in the international marketplace. The results of this competitive struggle to trained its only form of resource, Singapore education system was focussed mainly on assessment, tracking, and sorting of students into appropriate programs to achieve appropriate outcomes. According to Ministry of Education of Singapore (2003) education system in Singapore in the 1960s and 1970s reflected customary practices of the British colonial period, where it produced a small number of highly trained university graduates and a much larger number of young people who had been selected out of the education systems following secondary schooling by the rigorous application of standards which resulted in large number of young population landed on jobs without any prior skills or knowledge in any vocational areas. This school system was thus a multitracked, "streamed" system where opportunities of advancement to higher schools was limited depending on the secondary school course, and was a completely meritocratic system where selection and tracking of pupils begins from the stage of primary school examinations (Lim, 2002).
During the 1980s, more resources were put into vocational education and efforts were made to match the "products" of the school system with the manpower needs of industry and commerce. The schools operated a modified British-style system in which the main qualifications were the Cambridge University-administered General Common Entrance (GCE) Ordinary level (O level) and Advanced level (A level) examinations. Singapore secondary students took the same examinations as their counterparts in Britain or in British system schools throughout the world. All instruction was in English, with supplementary teaching of the students' appropriate "mother tongue" Malay, Tamil, or Mandarin. In the 1990s, the education system integrated the country's goals of raising productivity, economic growth and living standards. The three-tier system consists of universities, which provide high-level skills training for both the public and private sectors, polytechnics, which provide technical, management and service skills at the middle level and  technical institutes, providing cutting-edge, professional and technical training programs to meet the needs of the individual learners and their ability. 
Presently, the radical reforms in the education system to promote creativity and individualism in schools plays vital role to cater to the needs of the changing mindsets of the current population where western culture and beliefs are strongly embedded. Abolishing the sacrosanct schools ranking and moving away from the cookie-cutting system, when every student was expected to come out of the same mold, to a more holistic educational approach clearly indicates that Singapore education system is ready to embrace the new demands of its society.
The Current Education system in Primary and Secondary Schools

The education system in Singapore has evolved in its curriculum and culture since heavy importance was placed on it due economic, political and cultural changes. Every child upon reaching the age of six has to attend schooling due to the mandatory rule of the country. Students undergo 6 years of Primary level education in Singapore. The curriculum includes subjects such as English Language, Mother Tongue(Second Language), Mathematics, Science, Music, Arts & Crafts, Civics and Moral Education, Health Education, Social Studies and Physical Education. At the end of Primary school education, students sit for the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE). Their PSLE results are be used to determine whether they will be admitted to the Special, Express or Normal stream in secondary schools.
 In Secondary school students undergo 4 or 5 years of education, which is designed to suit their learning abilities. The Express and Special stream students study 4 years of Secondary education and the Normal stream students study 5 years of Secondary education. All students sit for the Singapore-Cambridge General Certificate of Education 'Ordinary'(GCE 'O' level) examination at the end of their Secondary education followed by Tertiary education in the local Universities or Polytechnics. The curriculum in Secondary education includes subjects such as English Language, Mother Tongue, Mathematics, Science, History, Geography, Literature in English, Visual Arts, Design and Technology, Home Economics, Computer Applications, Civics and Moral Education, Physical Educational and Music. 
Other reforms such as inclusive of co-curricular activities becoming an integral part of the holistic, well-rounded education for the students to nurture qualities associated with innovation and enterprise. The current curriculum promotes specifically, a certain ruggedness characterized by qualities like resilience, tenacity, confidence and perseverance, which will better prepare students to adapt and thrive in a rapidly changing world. Singapore Education Ministry’s decision to broaden the current curriculum policies and grading schemes to introduce greater flexibility and recognize students’ participation in their learning indicate the growing importance in tapping student’s creativity and individualism in the long run.
Steering the changes in Singapore Education System. Why?

Moving from industrial to a knowledge based economy has steered the changes in the Singapore education system over the past 10 years. The Educational ministry has made huge directional changes by focusing and promoting students to specialize in certain subjects areas such as math, arts and science in secondary schools. This was triggered by similar development in Britain and United States with an intention to have half of the existing schools on the specialist route by 2005. This move has provoked changes in its curriculum and subject syllabus as well. Changes include revisions to school and technical education curricula, the introduction of information technology training in all public schools, and changes to tertiary education. These changes were also implemented to balance the task of providing core knowledge to the students and to nurture their creativity which was lacking in the previous system where it concentrates more on exam-oriented and rote learning. The revised curriculum in schools aims principally at developing thinking skills, and will engage students in greater breadth of learning... Curricular changes were introduced to cater to different ability groups and to reduce educational wastage while values education was emphasized to foster social cohesion among the different cultures as well as to meet the demands of the changing industrial environment in Singapore. 
Teacher’s Role to Changing Educational System in Singapore.
Education reforms and school-restructuring initiatives taking place worldwide are forcing many countries to reconceptualise the role of teachers. The traditional role of the teacher at the centre of student learning is no longer deemed adequate to meet new demands and is being replaced by programmes in which students take greater ownership of their own learning. According to Grosso de Leon (2001) an effective teacher must have mastery of subject matter, knowledge of pedagogy, pedagogical content, knowledge of student context, the ability to bridge theory and practice, evaluation of learning, clinical training, and technological training. He also said that the teachers of tomorrow’s educational systems need to display pedagogical knowledge which includes knowing their learning environments and instructional strategies, classroom management, and knowledge of learners and learning. These include their knowledge on subject matter, content, substantive and syntactic structures. They must be also well equipped with pedagogical content knowledge which includes a conceptual map of how to teach the subject and knowledge of instructional strategies and representations, knowledge of students’ understanding and potential misunderstanding, and knowledge of curriculum and curricular materials. According to Reynolds (1992) for teachers to acquire these knowledges they must attain certain characteristics such as knowledge of subject matter, disposition to find out about students and schools, knowledge of strategies, techniques and tools to create and sustain a learning environment, and knowledge of content specific pedagogy.
Current reforms in Singapore education system demands more roles playing from the teacher’s perspective such as being mentors and role models to their pupils. Their ability to influence young minds and inculcate sound social and moral values through word and deed, within and outside their classrooms. They must also able impart the knowledge to pupils learning skills, thinking skills and life skills to cope with the future. Developing student’s attitude in perspective of continuous learning, improvement and a sense of commitment and belonging to Singapore and becoming productive citizen to the society as a whole.
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