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A welcome
lesson in

critical

thinking

Revised social studies syllabus opens up
topical issues for debate, though
some say that it could do better

What's new in social
studies textbook

STlooks at two examples.

FOREIGN WORKERS

Previous textbook:

* Discussed mainly in two
pages,underasection titled
“Attracting foreign talent”.

* No hints of unhappiness
about foreigners here,
except that the immigration
policy isbeing constantly
reviewed to “ensurea
balance between the
economic needs of the
countryand the needs of the
people”.

New textbook:

* Xenophobiaand

tensions -

Priscilla Goy

1wasamong the early cohorts of
students who had to take social
studies asan O-level subject.

But as faras its supposed focuson
national education went, I ended
up remembering little regarding
Singapore. What stuck in my mind
were chapters on the conflict
between Catholics and Protestants

: inNorthernIreland, the violence
i between the Sinhalese and Tamils

inSri Lanka, and the rise and fall of
A z Th

aswellastensionsamong
people of different races,
Tigi e

v y 3
studies were meant to hold lessons
forSingapore, but they heldlittle

Bl
economic statuses - are
discussed ina24-page
section titled “Challenges in

for16-year-old me.
However, the new

: Sweden, but they don't take up

entire chapters.

presented inaway that shows both
the pros. and cons (see side story).

 ofcivil society here, added:
: “Students do not have tocome to

social studies being used for the
first time by Secondary 3 students
thisyear isas removed fromits

i predecessorsas Venice was to

adiverse society”.

+ Aphoto ofa protest against
the 2013 Population White
Paperis featured.

* Studentsareasked
questions suchas “How far
doSingaporeans view

The issues it features are more
topical, suchas the Little India riot
by foreign workers of 2013. They
arealso controversial - suchas

(female Singaporeans) play in
defending the nation, or supporting
those who serve National
Service?”, Thisis in line with other
national-level dialogues - suchas
the Our Singapore Conversation
and SGfuture sessions.

ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT

Some people have expressed
unhappiness over the way several
hot-button issues are presented.
The Little India riot is cited as an
“example of the Government
maintaining the internal order of
Singapore” and the authorities are
said to have taken “swift actions”.
But many people, including
netizens and prominent blogger
mrbrown, said this was a “rosy
look” of the event. Aninquiry found
that19 minutes passed between the
call for the Special Operations
Command (SOC) to quell the riot
and the activation of the SOC. The
first officers arrived 38 minutes
afterthe SOC was activated.

Others felt the case could have
gone into the treatment of migrant
workers, although foreign worker
dissatisfaction was found not to be
the cause of therriot.

Additionally, Ms Braema Mathi,
president of human rights group
Maruah, said “we can go much,
much further” inincluding other
controversial issues. She suggested
lesbian, gay , bisexual, transgender
issuesand the death penalty.

Another factor to consider is that

: raised by NUS historian Tan Tai
: Yong: “Teachers will have to deliver
: complex source material and

manage debates of complicated
matters, all within designated
curriculum time. So support for
teachers...is important.”

While teachers have been trained
in facilitating discussions, they
needtolearntodeal with

: strongly-held dissenting views.

: Thisis expected to be taught in

: workshops, but MOE must try to

: getthe message across toas many
: teachersas possible.

Aswell,itisimportant to note

: i

: thatthe social studies syllabus is
: compulsory only for O-level

i studentsand Normal (Academic)

studentsbe better informed about
present-day tensions and multiple
perspectives on these issues.

_In this age of: socnal media, itis

subject - I had to memorise the
d £

students about conlrnverslal issues

conflicts, as defined by the
textbook, and the suggested

the new syllab

how toargue which
factor contributed the most.
Now, almost every chapter title is
putin the form of a question.
Governance inSingapore is

din two chapter titles -
“How do we decide what is good for
society?” and “How can we work
for the good of society?” - which

have far more room to develop
critical thinking than “How is
governance practised in
Singapore?” -aquestion inthe
previous syllabus.
Framing issues in open-ended
. h f d

manpower as valuable whether there isaneed fora be upfrunt aboutalternative
additions to the workforce?” povertyline,andthe effect of the wewpomts instead of just giving
influx of itizens.
SOCIO-ECONOMIC DIVERSITY While some say therearestill Polulcal watcher Eugene Tan,a
Previous textbook: : gapsinthesyllabus, suchasa lawd
*» Hardly discussed, except in missed op debate the i said: “The syllabus
acase studyabout death penalty, thisacceptance that : cannot conveniently i ignore the
healthcare in Slngapou and sensitive issues have a place in the lived realities of
keepingit ld have been sensitive issues that our students
New textbook: unimaginable a decade ago. encounter.”
« Discussed across four But it isanecessary shift, given Ms Kuik Shiao-Yin, co-founder of
bout livingina h di diaand School of Thought - which offers
diverse society; halfa politicallandscape today, to tuition in social studies and General
chapteri: tothe pi itizenship educationina : Paper-added: “Reflectingthe
“management and impact of betterway. : diversity of current opini
socio-economic diversity”. help shed the image of social
+ Students are asked: “Would ::TTER TN"‘:':G: MORE "EARL studiesas ;:ubjec( that pushes
i e revamp of the upper secondary : propagan i
apoyertyline hill: Jow social studies k more AGovernment-led review in
incomes?” and “What could than two years, with toplcs 2006 and 2007 showed tha; N
i i d foun:
bh:;}l‘:;:x:fthf ;’;e‘:;r: 10 Northern lreland Sri Lanka or social srudxes Iessons boring,and
healthcare systemin Venice, which tookup dubbed ernment
Singapore?” chapters previously, are gone. paganda. This is less likely to
There arestill overseas case happen with the new syllabus.

studies, such as on France and

Some topical issues have been

weed

: outill-thought-out views, said
: experts. Dr Thio Li-ann,alaw

Most critically, the new sy!
i encourages participative
: citizenship. A sectiontitled “What

at the National University
of Singapore (NUS), said: “One
must have the ability to wade
through all these incessant
dbeable to

inthe cl
mslead of on their own inthe
£

AMinistry of Education (MOE) Beyond gi : definitive butwhatwill : studentswhotake N-levels.
i lanning teamworked  : wpu.dl issues, 5, the : beofparticular value islearning i Therearel8Integrated
onthe p,and The Straits : newsyllab ritical i thatp ‘thinking an :F (IP) schools now, up
i Timesunderstands people from : thinking. Duringmy time - Iwasin : issue... (and) realise what it means from eight in my time. Their
: othergovernment agencies were Sec3in 2004 three years aﬁer for the broader mmmumty and students progress tojunior college
: alsoinvolved. upper: was : thenth without taking the O-level exams.
The llabus helps das bl lusalsobetteno engage This route is now getting more

: popular,and more are bypassing
: the Olevels. Sure, those who skip

Il of the
Thi fids that

: theexamstill learnabout

gap typlcallyas partofan

trusts leachexs to facilitate such
discussions and allows students to,
as Dr Thio put it, “see the whole
picture, wartsandall”.

Educators said theywere told by
MOE at a mass briefing for social
studies teachers that there are no
“right or wrong answers”. Answers
which differ from the
Government’s stance could also get
good scores, but: they ‘must not be

Butgiven that social studies, unlike

other subjects, focuses on national
education, isn’t itimportant for all
15and 16-year-oldstobe on the
same page for this subject,

: especially students from IP
: schools? Afterall, the IP takes in
: students from among the top 10 per

cent of each PSLE cohort; many go
onto join public service and are
likely to be more involved in

yor defame anyone.

: MORE SPACE FOR THEPEOPLE

Tab

‘What topics are covered, how the
teachers cover them and which
them - theseall

isthe role of the people?” took up

just two pages in the previous

textbook. Now, it is halfa chapter.
Acloserlookat the guiding

testanargument.”

Institute of Policy Studies senior
fellow Gillian Koh, whose research
interests include the development

in the textbookalso
shows that some get students to
suggest and make

make a difference if we want social
studies to encourage the young to
make a positive difference in
society.

The latest revamp of the social
tudies syllabus isa healthy step in
romoting citizenship education.

Iknow which textbook I would
ave rather studied.

include: “What roles should
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