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Singapore has improved its 
education system over the decades. 
In 1997, then Prime Minister Goh 
Chok Tong launched the Thinking 
Schools, Learning Nation vision to 
enhance the quality of learning, 
teaching and thinking in the 
education system.

In 2004, Prime Minister Lee 
Hsien Loong introduced the Teach 
Less, Learn More initiative, which 
eventually reduced the curriculum 
load by 20 per cent and promoted 
active and independent learning. 

This year, Education Minister 
Ong Ye Kung spoke about the Learn 
for Life movement, which promotes 
the lifelong learning of skills to 
prepare for an uncertain future. 

Last year, Singapore’s education 
system came out top in Asia in a 
comprehensive global index that 
looks at how effective countries are 
in equipping youth aged 15 to 24 
years with the skills needed in 
future labour markets.

Singapore was ranked top in Asia 
and fifth out of 35 economies, 

behind New Zealand, Canada, 
Finland and Switzerland, according 
to the Worldwide Educating for the 
Future Index (Wefi), 
commissioned by the Yidan Prize 
Foundation and launched by the 
Economist Intelligence Unit. The 
next highest-ranking Asian 
economy was Japan, at seventh 
place. 

The index integrated views from 
17 experts from Harvard, Stanford, 
Yale and Oxford universities, the 
Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, 
Unesco, England, New Zealand, 
Norway and Singapore. It analysed 
the extent to which education 
systems nurture “future skills” such 
as interpersonal, problem-solving, 
critical-thinking, entrepreneurial 
and leadership skills, as well as the 
ability to thrive in a digital and 
multicultural world.

The Wefi examined “inputs” to 
education systems, instead of 
“outputs” such as test results, and 
has three main categories: policy 
environment (30 per cent), 
teaching environment (50 per 
cent) and socio-economic 
environment (20 per cent). 

In education policy environment, 
Singapore emerged top, followed 
by New Zealand, Canada, Finland, 
United Kingdom, South Korea, 

Taiwan, France and Australia. In 
teaching environment, it was 
eighth and in the socio-economic 
category, it was third.

Despite these achievements, 
Singapore still has room for further 
improvement when it comes to 
addressing issues such as: What are 
the skills required for the future? 
And, how do education systems 
develop these skills? 

NEED FOR PROJECT-BASED 
LEARNING
The Wefi report on its index results 
noted that vital factors such as 
global citizenship and 
project-based learning have been 
neglected in many countries. There 
is a strong need to promote greater 
awareness and knowledge of global 
issues such as climate change, in 
addition to the development of 
analytical thinking and 
collaboration skills through 
project-based learning. 

According to the research, fewer 
than half of the 35 economies 
evaluate project-based learning. 
Project-based learning is a teaching 
approach where students develop 
their knowledge and skills by 
working for an extended period of 
time, investigating and responding 
to authentic and engaging 
challenges or questions. Planning 
ahead, it will be beneficial for 
Singaporean students to use 
project-based learning to cultivate 
skills for the future. 

Skills such as leadership, critical 
thinking, problem solving, 

collaboration and communication, 
along with initiative, curiosity and 
creativity, can be enhanced 
through effective project-based 
learning, civics and 
global-citizenship education. 

Singapore’s Ministry of 
Education (MOE) recently 
announced a calibrated reduction 
in examinations and tests to 
provide more time for engaged 
learning. Project-based teaching 
and assessment need to be 
improved as well. Schools can be 
given more support and autonomy 
in pedagogy and assessment.

Furthermore, class-size policies 
are significant as opportunities for 
more personalised learning and 
project-based learning are more 
likely to occur in smaller classes 
with a better student-teacher ratio.

In this global interconnected 
economy, another suggestion to 
develop “future skills” is to improve 
civics and social studies education 
through project-based learning in 
primary and secondary schools to 

enhance students’ understanding 
and knowledge of the world, 
including South-east Asia and 
global issues. 

Singapore has enhanced the way 
social studies are taught in 
secondary schools, but there is 
room for improvement. For 
instance, secondary and even 
primary school students can 
engage in project-based learning to 
positively respond to issues in 
society, as well as implement and 
review their proposed solutions.

The Wefi report encouraged 
governments to dedicate more 
resources to boost the profile, 
prestige and pay of teachers. On 
this, the MOE has been proactive in 
raising the status, career 
progression and remuneration of 
teachers. Singapore teachers are 
among the highest paid in Asia.

Teachers are generally highly 
respected in Singapore, with viable 
paths of progression in various 
career tracks. However, the 
attractive pay and career prospects 
for MOE teachers could also be 
expanded to include pre-school 
teachers and special education 
teachers. 

IMPORTANCE OF OPENNESS
A final major point in the Wefi 
report noted the correlation 
between an open and tolerant 
society and a future-ready and 
holistic education. Economies that 
have cultural diversity, freedom of 
information and broader societal 
attitudes tend to be more 

conducive to the growth of 
future-oriented and holistic 
education outcomes in their 
schools. 

In addition to optimising the 
potential of our students and 
avoiding the labelling of students 
who are initially less academically 
inclined, more progress can be 
made in being more inclusive of 
special-needs children in 
mainstream schools. There can be 
more openness, inclusion and 
integration of these students as 
part of a future-oriented and 
holistic education. This will involve 
advanced planning and provision 
of resources, along with quality 
teacher preparation and smaller 
classes. 

MOE can also purposefully 
consider ways to reduce the 
weightage of major high-stakes 
academic examinations such as the 
PSLE to give due emphasis to 
project-based learning and quality 
holistic assessment, in order to 
better prepare our students for the 
world ahead. 

Singapore has made remarkable 
progress in education. At the same 
time, as it commemorates its 
bicentennial next year, leaders, 
policymakers and educators should 
continue to examine ways to 
enable our young to thrive in the 
present and future. 
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While Singapore may not really 
have seasons save, as the joke goes, 
hot and hotter and wet and wetter, 
literature lovers in and around the 
country certainly think of the 
festival season.

Bali’s picturesque Ubud Writers 
and Readers Festival kicks things 
off in late October before the 
marathon Singapore Writers 
Festival (SWF) of early November; 
then it’s the vibrant George Town 
Literary Festival later that month.

Attendance at the three 
dedicated literary festivals in the 
region has been growing steadily, 
with record crowds this year at 
SWF (26,500), Ubud (25,000) and 
George Town (just under 6,000).

As the rising attendance numbers 
attest, all this literary activity is 
undeniably exciting. However, are 
literary festivals really good for 
readers and writers?

For a start, festivals are recent 

phenomena. English writer Martin 
Amis opens his latest collection of 
essays, The Rub Of Time, by 
describing how in 1972, his first 
novel was published “and that was 
that. There were... no panels, no 
onstage conversations, no 
Woodstocks of the Mind in 
Hay-on-Wye, in Toledo, in 
Mantova, in Parati, in Caragena, in 
Jaipur, in Dubai”.

Festivals run the risk of making 
the writer more important than the 
reader. Are we letting writers tell us 
how to read? Commercially, we’re 
still seeing the massive 
disintermediating impact of the 
network paradigm, as workers, 
from travel agents to lawyers, risk 
being displaced by online services 
selling everything from discount 
hotel rooms to do-it-yourself 
divorces. With the simple printed 
book, we have to, in the English 
language, think back 400 years to 
remember its disruptions, not the 
just 20 or 25 for the Web. 

Media theorist Neil Postman’s 
book Television And The Teaching 
Of English documents how many 
more schoolhouses, teachers and 

other educational infrastructure 
were required once students had to 
learn how to read, not just speak. 
Reading may be taught in school 
and have public intersections, from 
libraries to bookstores to literary 
festivals, but reading remains 
fundamentally private. In one of 
the more personal passages of 
Alberto Manguel’s History Of 
Reading, he recounts how powerful 
it was when he realised that 
however profoundly he was moved 
as he sat reading across the room 
from his parents, they couldn’t 
know what words, and worlds, 
were scrolling through his mind. 

I’m old enough to remember 
when video-cassette recorders 
were radical technology, when 
movies shifted from something you 
went out in public to experience to 
something you can enjoy in your 
sitting room.

That shift from the public nature 
of drama, such as Greek tragedies 
and Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, to 
the privacy of a book is arguably part 
of the DNA of the novel. Literary 
scholar Ian Watt’s The Rise Of The 
Novel describes the Victorian novel 

as a genre of the middle class, by 
the middle class for the middle 
class. That middle class, we should 
remember, were in part the middle 
class because they could read. They 
did so alone, with novels and 
magazines travelling easily by post 
and sparing someone having to 
travel to urban centres and theatres.

While literary festivals can be 
amazing when a writer confirms or 
is even better than our 
expectations, like this year’s scamp 
David Sedaris at the Singapore 
Writers Festival, it can also be 
disappointing to meet our literary 
heroes. I am among the scores of 
admirers of Richard Ford’s first two 
Frank Bascombe novels, The 
Sportswriter and Independence 
Day. We fans thought it a fitting 
extension of Bascombe’s existential 
lassitude that he gives up being a 
writer to become a content 
real-estate agent. Imagine my 
disappointment when I heard Ford, 
who was undeniably charismatic on 
stage, with his raptor’s piercing 
eyes, explain his character’s shift as 
just something easy to portray for a 
writer who had “bought a lot of 

houses over the years”. I remain 
with D.H. Lawrence: “Trust the tale, 
not the teller.”

Still, growing festival attendance 
suggests a hunger to consider the 
writer alongside the written, and a 
yearning among readers to seek a 
form of community.

The Ubud Writers and Readers 
Festival is the two-handed, 
Balinese thank-you from the heart. 
In a verdant object lesson of love 
conquering hate, the festival was 
conceived by Janet DeNeefe in 
2004 as a response to the first 
terrorist bombing in Bali. Ubud 
quickly grew to attract Booker 
Prize winners like Michael 
Ondaatje and Richard Flanagan.

Amid 200-plus events, this year’s 
headliner was Hanif Kureshi, 
whose 1990 debut novel The 
Buddha Of Suburbia remains a 
post-colonial clarion call. In his 
on-stage interview, Kureshi offered 
this valentine to the arts: “I think of 
culture as a form of inspiration, of 
showing people what you love 
about the world.”

Many Straits Times readers will 
know that the Singapore Writers 
Festival is the marathon of literary 
festivals. At nine days, it is longer 
than neighbouring Ubud and 
George Town combined. The 
myriad events in the old Parliament 
House building, with its lingering 
armrest hardware for simultaneous 
translation in four languages, make 
SWF very Singaporean.

Discounting Monaco’s two-day 
Book Fair, a mere trailer compared 
to the epic movie of SWF, literary 
festivals are usually municipal, not 
national. There is no single national 
literary festival in the United States, 
the United Kingdom or Australia. 
SWF combines urban centrality 
with national funding to create one 
of the most vibrant festivals in the 
world.

Another unique aspect of SWF is 
its combination of an evolving but 
largely recurring list of local 
writers, myself blessedly included, 
with visiting international stars like 
Simon Armitage, Junot Diaz and 
Sedaris. Diehard Sing Lit fans get a 
rare chance to see how the same 
authors adapt and evolve from year 
to year. What new jokes, delivered 
to every corner of the room, will 
incoming festival director Pooja 
Nansi improvise? My personal SWF 
highlight this year was moderating 
a tri-school reading with students 
from Nanyang Technological 
University, Yale-NUS College and 
Lasalle College of the Arts, 
including our debut novelist Seema 
Punwani and Chen Cuifen, who 
was at the time just two weeks shy 
of winning the UK’s £2,000 
(S$3,470) Troubadour 
International Poetry Prize.

With the season of literary 
festivals finally at a close, my 
literary plan for early 2019 is to 
leave my suitcase in the closet. 
Instead, I’ll just sit silently in my 
study, reading and writing the 
books that make me both alone and 
never alone.
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From Ubud to 
Singapore and 
George Town, the 
year-end sees a host 
of literary festivals in 
the region. But are 
such festivals really 
good for readers?

Indian author 
Kiran Desai (left) 
at her book 
signing during 
the Singapore 
Writers Festival 
last month. 
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S’pore tops Asia in an index on preparing 
youth for the future, but areas such as global 
citizenship and inclusivity need attention

Literary festivals can 
amaze and disappoint

Despite these achievements, 
Singapore still has room for 
further improvement when it 
comes to addressing issues 
such as: What are the skills 
required for the future? And, 
how do education systems 
develop these skills? 

Helping students develop future-ready skills
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