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Preface

Royalty from the first volume in this series is donated
through Sin Chew Jit Poh to the Singapore Labour Foundation.

Royalty from the second volume is donated to the Stu-
dent Care Service, Singapore.

For this volume, that is the third volume, | propose to
donate the royalty, also through Sin Chew Jit Poh, to the
Singapore Boys' Town.

All the three volumes are in English and in Chinese.
This is to enable the articles to reach a wider readership and
to promote bilingualism.

The articles more often than not reflected the concern
of Singapore, at least an important section of the Singaporean
population, over the issues discussed at that time. At times,
however, the articles advocated certain lines of action, which
happened to come to pass later.

My hope is that these articles written by me every
Sunday for Sin Chew Jit Poh since August 1978 do serve a
useful purpose in some ways or another. | hope too that |
have not projected too much my role and my profession as an
educator and professor of economics at the University of
Singapore.

28th December 1979
LIM CHONG-YAH
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THE GOH EDUCATIONAL
REFORM *

The education system in Singapore is a complex one.
This complexity basically arises from, for a variety of reasons,
the adoption of a bilingual educational policy. And bilingua-
lism in Singapore in effect means English plus one of the three
official languages, namely, Mandarin, Malay or Tamil,

| have deliberately avoided the use of the term 'mother
tongue', as it is ambiguous in the Singopore context. For one
thing, the mother tongue of a Singaporean Indian in the sense
of the tongue used by the mother at home need not be Tamil;
it may be English, Telegu, Punjabi, Bengali, or Gujerati, to
name but a few of the Indian languages used in Singapore .
Similarly, the mother tongue of a Singaporean Chinese need
not be Mandarin, Indeed, it is likely to be Hokkien, Can-
tonese, Teochew, Hakka, Hainanese or Foochow. It can also
be English. Indeed, increasingly in Singapore more and more
mothers speak English at home, and so, strictly speaking, the
proportion of Singaporean children who converse in English
(‘mother tongue') at home with their mothers is on the in-
crease .

The Goh Keng Swee report, chapter one of which
contains the main proposals, has been released., Obviously,
the Report tries to find an acceptable and rational way (1)
fo raise the current unsatisfactory level of literacy rate among

* Published on March 18, 1979.



school-leaving children in Singapore, (2) to have compulsory
effective bilingualism only for those who can cope up with it
and (3) to reduce the current high wastage or atirition rate
in schools.

The aims are laudable. The method may be discussed in
two related parts:
(1) primary education and
(2) secondary education,

For primary education, the number of years for it,
namely six years, remains unchanged. The Report too does
not propose the lowering of the school~going age from the
present 6t to, say, 5+, The Report advocates the streaming
of children after primary three into two groups; one, the main
stream, for those who can benefit from a compulsory bilingual
education, The other group, a sub-stream, for those who do
not have that ability . For the latter group, Mandarin will be
used as a medium of instruction, if the pupils come from
Chinese dialect speaking homes. English will be used for the
rest, namely, if the pupils are ethnic Malay, Indian and those
ethnic Chinese who use English at home.

The objectives of the primary school sub=streaming pro=~
posal, as | see it, are basically two. One is to reduce the
drop-out rate by not forcing effective bilingualism on those
academically less able children. They will be given only one
longuage . Two is that in having to concentrate only on one
language, they can, hopefully, have a better chance of be-=
coming literate . Given the special circumstances of Singapore ,
| support fully the principle of differentiation after primary
three beifween the academically able and those who cannot
cope up with compulsory bilingualism, | see considerable merits
in the proposal to train the academically less gifted to be
literate in Mandarin or English rather than to be illiterate in

both,



However, chapter one of the Report does not state what
is the educational development line for the primary sub-stream
pupils. Specifically, it does not state how long will they be
allowed in the primary school and whether a certificate will
be given to them in passing a certain common examination,
There is also silence on whether there will be a continuation
of secondary education in the same one language for those
who can make the grade. This is an important provision, as
late-developers would find it too difficult to rejoin the main-
stream after having moved to the sub-stream at the mid=-primary
level.

As for secondary education, the Report recommends a
five-year course for those academically less gifted to reach
the 'O' level requirements instead of the present four-year
course. At the secondary level, as the only difference bet-
ween the main stream students and the sub=-stream students
lies in the number of years to take the course, students can
still switch from the sub-stream to the main stream or vice
versa, This flexibility is the merit of the system, The demerit
is that there is bound to be social stigma for those who have
to pursue a five-year course.

It is further suggested that for the secondary sub=-stream
students, a common Lower Certificate of Education be con-
sidered at the end of year four, At the end of year five,
there is the 'O" level examination. The setting of two common

public examinations in two years, if avoidable, | think,
should be avoided.,

My own preference is for a common secondary school
system of five years, The streaming should be done at the end
of year three. For those who pass the common, say, Lower
Certificate of Education examination at the end of year three
reasonably well, they may proceed further for two more years
to do the 'O' level. For those who merely pass, they can
have the benefit of having a Lower Certificate of Education.
This is vertical streaming, rather than horizontal streaming.



Consideration can be given to lower the proper primary
school going age to 5+, so that the age for the main stream
students to get through the 'O' level examination can still
be at 16+, Worthy of note is that countries that have ¢ com-
parable education system as we have but without the 'burden'
of compulsory effective bilingualism, the corresponding 'O
level school leaving age is 17+,

The case for a younger school going age can be easily
mode . Most parents already send their children to some sorts
of 'pre-school' at an even earlier age. The proposal is but to
put the current practice on a proper footing. It also gives
those children who do not currently go to 'pre=schools' a less
unequal advantage . The schools too can become analogous to
creches for working mothers, Of course, care must be taken
not to overload the young pupils, but that is a separate
consideration,

Similarly, the lengthening of the school period up to
'O’ level by one more year with suitable spread of the cur-
riculum will, hopefully, lessen the current well-known heavy
pressure of work on the Singaporean school children, A gene-
rally less tense and less pressured school environment can thus
be created. It will also contribute towards a lower wastage
rate even at the PSLE level., The present ten-year system up
to 'O' level, including the proposed 2 sub-systems, one at
primary and one at secondary, still retains the basic feature
favouring the academically gifted children. Those not so gifted
go to the sub-streams. The eleven=-year system with suitable
adjustment in curriculum will contribute much more to lower
the wastage rate besides enabling vertical streaming rather
than horizontal streaming at the secondary level. The primary
sub~streams can also be made to lead to the level of Lower
Certificate of Education,
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THE GOH REPORT —
FURTHER THOUGHTS *

The Goh Report, released to the public by instalments,
is now completely out. |t is undoubtedly a frank report. It
also represents a serious attempt in finding the best solution to
the educational problems Singapore faces. In particular it
aims to:

(1) cut down the illiteracy rate among school leavers,
(2) reduce the attrition rate of school-children, and

(3) promote bilingualism in Singapore among those who
can manage it,

The Goh Report is also a very important document, It
will form the basis for Singapore's education policy for the
years to come. |t marks an important turning point in the
Republic's bilingual education policy .

Last week, | commented on the first chapter of the
Report. The fifth and last chapter came out last Thursday .
The recommendations in the fifth chapter are not just an
extension of those of the first chapter, In some important ways
they are not the same.

Chapter One, for example, speaks of a sub-stream for

the "monolingual" students and main-stream for the "bilingual”
ones. Chepter Five, further sub~divides the "bilingual” cate-

* Published on March 25, 1979.



