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  ABSTRACT 

This study is an investigation of the teaching of history in Singaporean secondary 

schools. In particular, the study focused on three closely interrelated aspects of the 

history curriculum as it has evolved in this context. First, it examined the historical 

background to the teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools since 1953. 

Secondly, it examined recent developments that have occurred in the teaching of history 

in these schools since 1997. Thirdly, the study investigated the issues, which are 

currently of concern to secondary school teachers in the teaching of history. 

 

The first and second components of the research were addressed by means of analysing 

and interpreting historical and recent official documents in order to chronicle the 

development of history as a subject in Singapore over time. The third component of the 

research was addressed according to semi-structured interviews conducted with 

practising history teachers to reveal the current issues perceived to be encountered in 

their work within the broader education context. 

 

The findings of the first and second components of the research reveal the trajectory of 

the development of the secondary history curriculum, which reflected the economic, 

political, and social developments in Singapore over time. It is argued that the said 

trajectory has hindered the development of the history curriculum as a subject because it 

was not considered important in advancing the economic interests of the country. 

Findings of the third research question reveal that there is a gap between the curriculum 

that was planned and the version that was taught.  The main findings of this research 

agenda are presented according to three fundamental concepts, namely, the “intended” 

history curriculum, the “enacted” history curriculum and the “learned” history 

curriculum. Collectively, these considerations provide rich insights into the trajectory of 

the subject and the ways in which it has been taught against the background of a rapidly 

evolving country. 

 

The findings of the study provide implications for future development of policy and 

practice, as they may inform policy makers of the impact of their decisions on the 

history teachers’ work and their professional development.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

 Singapore’s education system has come a long way since the founding of the 

small coastal island as a British trading settlement in 1819. After 144 years of colonial 

rule and two years of merger with Malaysia that ended with Singapore’s separation 

from Malaysia, Singapore’s education system had to find its own direction as an 

independent state in 1965 (Turnbull, 2010). As a newly independent state, Singapore’s 

economic and political survival was a real concern for the government (Lee, 1978). It is 

within this larger economic context that education has been playing its role in 

supporting the country’s economic survival. Thus, subjects such as mathematics and 

science have always been the cornerstones of the education system as they are deemed 

to be essential to the country’s economic survival by supporting its industrial 

development. As such, Singapore’s education system developed in three broad phases: 

the “survival-driven” phase from 1959 to 1978; “efficiency-driven” phase from 1979 to 

1996; and “aspiration-driven” phase from 1997-present (OECD, 2010, pp. 161–162).  

 

 Many major initiatives were implemented in the latter years of the 1990s. 

Initiatives such as Thinking Schools, Learning Nation (TSLN), which was first 

announced by the former Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong (Goh, 1997), marked the first 

turning point into what the Ministry of Education (MOE) termed as the “ability-driven” 

(MOE, 2001, p. 1) phase of the Singaporean education system. In his National Day 

Rally speech in 2004, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said, “we have got to teach less 

to our students so that they will learn more [emphasis added]” (Lee, 2004, p. 13). 

According to MOE, Teach Less, Learn More (TLLM) is about improving the quality of 

teaching so that students can learn more effectively. This initiative builds on the 

foundations laid down by the TSLN initiative by enhancing the quality of interaction 

between the teachers and students, so that the students can be more engaged in their 

learning and thus achieve the education objectives that have been set (MOE, 2005). 

These initiatives were subsequently implemented in the form of instructional 

programmes in schools.  
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 Whilst there has been some research conducted in relation to the teaching and 

learning of mathematics and the sciences in the Singaporean context (Vanessa, 2001; 

Venthan, 2006; Tan & Yates, 2007; Lee, 2007); research undertaken to understand the 

implementation of history as a school subject remains neglected in the same context. It 

would seem, therefore, that there is a need to enhance our understanding of how this 

subject is taught in the classroom and the issues teachers face in teaching it.  

 

 Some elements can be distilled from existing literature on the history curriculum. 

These are: the objectives for teaching history (Boyd, 1950; Edmondson, 1995); the 

content of history as a subject (Partington, 1980); the pedagogical approach in teaching 

history (Himmelfarb, 1989); and the assessment of history (Rothstein, 2004). These 

elements formed the focus of the sub-guiding questions, which are part of the research 

questions that led to the investigation.   

 

Purpose of Study 

 The study reported in this thesis sought to contribute towards the understanding 

of the changes and developments in the history curriculum in Singapore over time. 

Further, it aimed to develop an understanding of the teaching of history, with particular 

reference to the challenges teachers face in teaching the subject at the secondary school 

level in the country. Last, it aimed to develop an understanding of the issues, which are 

currently of concern to secondary school history teachers in Singapore.  

 

The International Context 

A comprehensive understanding of the teaching of history as a school subject in 

Singapore cannot be achieved without appreciating the broader context of international 

educational systems. Three countries, in particular, have had an impact on Singapore’s 

education system. First, the United Kingdom’s (UK) colonial rule over the island for 

over a century left behind an educational legacy that was characterised by a segmented 

school system with deep resentment on the part of the non-English educated 

(Gopinathan, 2001). Even though Singapore became independent in 1965, Singapore’s 

MOE, in collaboration with the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate 

administers the General Certificate of Education (Normal, Ordinary and Advanced 

Level), or commonly known as the GCE N Level, GCE O Level and the GCE A Level 

in Singapore. This partnership which still stands today, in itself, demonstrates the strong 
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connection and influence the British education system has on the country.  

 

Secondly, another country that has had a strong influence on the early education 

system of Singapore is China. Being a predominantly Chinese populated country, 

Singapore received most of its early immigrants from China. Many of them helped to 

develop the Chinese-medium schools. Many of the curriculum materials and teachers 

also came from China (Wong, 2006). Consequently, Singapore’s education system was 

also deeply influenced by Chinese ideologies (Gopinathan, 1985). In the 1960s, and 

especially after Singapore became independent in 1965, the government promoted a 

value system that linked bilingualism and “Asian” cultural values as the preferred way 

to socialise the people (Gopinathan, 2001).  

 

Currently, there are 11 Special Assistance Plan (SAP) secondary schools and 15 

primary schools that emphasise the learning of Chinese language, culture and values in 

Singapore (Sim, 2016). This underscores the importance of Chinese influence on the 

Singaporean education system. 

 

Thirdly, education developments in the United States of America (US) also had 

a significant impact on the Singaporean education system. Since gaining independence, 

the Singaporean government has been trying to improve the quality of education. The 

perceived high quality of education in the US did not escape the attention of the 

political leaders. In 1986, the government sent 12 school principals to investigate 

several high-quality schools in the US and UK. The report generated by their study visit, 

entitled Towards Excellence in Schools, recommended the establishment of a small 

number of independent schools, which aimed to provide a challenging and enriched 

curriculum for the most able students in the country (Gopinathan, 2001). Chapter Two 

goes on to describe the background to each of these influences in more detail. 

 

The Research Aims 

 The study reported here focused on three closely interrelated aspects of the 

secondary school history curriculum in Singapore from 1953, when a sub-committee 

was formed to revise the school history syllabus, to the present. As such, it had three 

broad aims: 
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1. The study sought to develop an understanding of the historical background to 

the teaching of history for secondary schools in Singapore from 1953 until 1996. 

Even though extensive education reforms were undertaken since 1955, when the 

Department of Education was converted into a ministry, the actual work in revising the 

history curriculum started in 1953 when a Sub-Committee was formed to review the 

existing history curriculum and recommend changes to be made. The year 1953 marked 

a significant milestone in the development of the history curriculum in Singapore as it 

was the first time a major review of the history curriculum had been undertaken. The 

mid 1980s and 1990s saw greater autonomy given to schools to shape their programmes 

and curriculum. From the 1950s to 1990s, a wide spectrum of training ranging from 

technical and commercial schools to polytechnics to adult education was created to 

improve the quality of education for the people (Turnbull, 2010). This period was an 

important milestone as it signified the great importance the Singapore Government had 

placed on education. These reforms were described and analysed in terms of influences, 

changes, rationales, advantages, and impact.  

 

2. The study sought to develop an understanding of the recent developments, since 

1997, that had taken place in relation to the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools. The year of 1997 was significant as the Singaporean government 

introduced several important initiatives, such as TSLN and National Education (NE). 

These initiatives had considerable implications on the development of the history 

curriculum in Singapore. Further education and curricular reforms were initiated after 

1997 to move Singapore towards a knowledge-based economy. Subsequent initiatives 

that followed the announcement were described and analysed in terms of influences, 

changes, rationales, advantages, and impact.  

 

3. The study sought to develop an understanding of the issues that are currently of 

concern to secondary school teachers regarding the teaching of history. It is critical 

to understand the perspectives of teachers who have to implement the history 

curriculum, often using approaches that they were not familiar with when they were 

students themselves. An enhanced understanding of their concerns may provide the 

basis for informed decisions to be made regarding curricular changes and teachers’ 

initial education.  
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Elaborations of the Research Questions 

The research questions were articulated as follows: 

 

The First Research Question 

What is the historical background to the teaching of history in Singaporean secondary 

schools from 1953 until 1996?  

 

 The first research question of this study was aimed at developing an 

understanding of the historical background to the teaching of secondary school history 

in Singapore. The data collected emanated from a range of public records and 

documents such as official government documents and statistical data, archive records 

kept by the National Archives of Singapore (NAS), curriculum schemes of work, and 

history syllabus documents produced by MOE.   

 

The Second Research Question 

What are the recent developments since 1997 that have taken place in relation to the 

teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools? 

 

 The second research question of the study was aimed at developing an 

understanding of the recent secondary school history curriculum in relation to the 

teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools. For this purpose, sources such as 

official government documents, important government press releases related to these 

educational changes were investigated to generate a better understanding of these 

developments.  

 

The Third Research Question  

What issues are currently of concern to secondary school history teachers regarding the 

teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools? 

 

 The third research question of the study was aimed at developing an 

understanding of the issues of concern for secondary school teachers who are teaching 

history in secondary schools in Singapore. In this study, “concerns” were taken to mean 

matters that affect the research participants in their day-to-day work in school, and the 
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broader philosophical considerations that the research participants deem to be important 

in the teaching of history.  

 

An Overview of Research Design and Methods 

 Qualitative methods of data collection and grounded theory methods of data 

analysis were employed in the study reported here. To address the first two research 

questions, all relevant documents such as government official documents and press 

releases, statistical data, archives, curriculum schemes of work and history syllabus 

documents were analysed to understand the changes in official positions and 

orientations in relation to the history curriculum over time. The third research question 

was addressed by means of data gathered by semi-structured interviews with the 

teachers.  

 

Samples for Interviews 

 Eleven teachers from various Government or Government-aided schools formed 

the purposive sample for this study. Teachers from different backgrounds (age, gender, 

educational qualifications, work experience, seniority) were interviewed to obtain a 

better picture of the challenges they face in teaching history at the secondary school 

level in Singapore. A copy of the research proposal, and the ethics approval letter from 

The University of Western Australia to conduct this study were sent to the MOE to seek 

permission to conduct the interviews with the teachers. After the Ministry granted 

approval, letters outlining the purpose of this research study and the type of teachers 

required for the interviews were sent out to schools to recruit research participants. 

Participant Information Letters detailing the purpose of the research study, data 

collection method and ethical safeguards were sent to the participants for their 

consideration. Participants endorsed the Participant Consent Form when they agreed to 

be interviewed. The teachers selected possess at least a University degree majoring in 

history and a Diploma in Education. All the teachers have taught the subject for the last 

three years.   

 

Samples of Documents 

 Relevant official documents pertaining to history education since 1953 to date 

were examined to understand the changes in official positions and orientations 

(influences, rationales and advantages) towards the history curriculum over time. These 
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documents were important in providing a comprehensive picture of the historical 

background and development of the teaching of history through time at the secondary 

school level.  

 

Methods of Data Collection 

 The first and second research aims required the interpretation of the historical 

background and current developments in the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools. As such, key government documents and archival records produced 

by the MOE were analysed. However, the data collection for the third research question 

aim was based solely on the semi-structured interviews conducted with teachers who 

were teaching history at that juncture.  

 

Document Study 

 To address the first and second research questions, documents were examined to 

help develop deeper insights into the research area. This study focused on public records 

such as official government documents and press releases, statistical reports, archived 

records kept by the NAS, curriculum schemes of work, and history syllabus documents 

produced by the MOE.  

 

Study Participants and Interviews 

 To address the third research question, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with 11 teachers from various Singaporean Government or Government-

aided secondary schools. Their perspectives concerning the teaching of history yielded 

significant data for analysis.  

 

 Each participant was interviewed initially on the basis of guiding questions. The 

interview was audio taped and transcribed, after which the transcription was provided to 

the research participant to ensure that the data transcribed had not been misconstrued. 

Any clarifications regarding the data were conducted via email correspondences with 

the research participant, as it was difficult to organise another round of interviews with 

the participant because of time constraints. The data were only analysed after the 

participant confirmed its accuracy. After which, the next interview with a different 

research participant took place. 
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 As the participants were current teachers, interviews were conducted at their 

school at a time convenient to them. With the help of the teacher, a meeting room was 

used to conduct the interview to ensure that the audio recording was clear.  

 

Data Analysis 

Document Study Analysis 

 The study focused on public records such as official government documents and 

press releases, statistical reports, archived records, curriculum schemes of work and 

syllabus documents. The documents were analysed to obtain an understanding of the 

historical background and development of the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools. A thematic approach was used to interpret the documents.   

 

Interview Data Analysis 

 The quality of the research hinges in large part on the excellence of the coding 

(Strauss, 1987). In line with the grounded theory approach to qualitative inquiry, this 

process involves meticulous analytic attention by applying specific types of codes to 

data through a series of cumulative coding cycles that ultimately led to the development 

of a theory (Saldaña, 2009).  

 

 The first stage of the coding cycle involved the use of Open Coding methods to 

split the data into individually coded segments (Saldaña, 2009, p. 42). The second stage 

of coding involved the use of Axial Coding to re-label the Open Codes into conceptual 

categories. These two stages of coding enabled key concepts to surface and thus 

provided a good understanding of the key concerns of teachers who are teaching history 

at the secondary school level.  

 

 In keeping with grounded theory modes of analysis, the constant comparative 

method of data analysis was used in the study. This method involves inspecting and 

comparing all the data fragments as they arise in a single case (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

According to Silverman (2005), the use of constant comparative method involves a 

repeated to and fro between different parts of the data. As such, something much larger 

might be discovered. Thus, all parts of the data, must at some point, be inspected and 

analysed. At the same time, data gathering and analysis can be undertaken 

simultaneously (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Charmaz, 2014). The coded data were further 
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analysed using the mode of analysis known as analytic induction (Znaniecki, 1934), 

which was first formulated by Florian Znaniecki. This mode of analysis entails 

abstracting from the interviews characteristics that are essential to it, and generate 

themes that are generalisable to the interview participants.    

 

Significance of Study 

 The literature suggests that it is important to understand the perspectives of 

teachers as they have a direct impact on how the subject is taught in the classroom, and 

consequently how the students learn the subject (Fordham, 2012). However, there is a 

deficit in the knowledge base regarding history education in Singapore. Therefore, this 

study makes the following contributions to knowledge in the field of history curriculum 

for secondary schools in Singapore:  

• It provides a broad historical understanding of the teaching of history in 

Singapore, thus offering a basis for engaging in comparison with the recent 

curriculum framework. 

• It develops an understanding of the issues faced by Singaporean secondary 

school teachers in teaching history.  

• It provides insights for curriculum specialists, school staff developers and 

policy makers so that they can make informed decisions on curriculum 

changes. 

• It is of value in helping other researchers design similar studies in other 

curriculum areas.    

 

Location of the Researcher 

 To ensure the quality of data in a qualitative inquiry, the problem of 

“anecdotalism” (Silverman, 2005, p. 211) has to be avoided. Silverman explains this as 

a problem that qualitative researchers, with their in-depth access to single cases, must 

overcome. According to him, researchers have to convince themselves and their 

audience that their findings are genuinely based on critical investigation of all their data 

and are not dependent on a few well-chosen examples. Bryman (1988) also pointed out 

this problem when he cautions against the inclination towards an anecdotal approach to 

the use of data in qualitative research. Such a situation can arise because researchers do 

not question the assumptions that they hold whilst conducting the research and 

analyzing the data. 
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 To avoid this issue, Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory approach of data 

analysis is a useful point of reference for this study, even though it is not specifically a 

grounded theory research investigation. According to Charmaz (2014), there is a 

distinction between constructivist and objectivist grounded theory, and she argues that a 

constructivist grounded theory lies squarely in the interpretive tradition as 

“constructivists study how–and sometimes why–participants construct meanings and 

actions in specific situations” (p. 239). She argues further that such an approach takes a 

“reflexive stance towards the research process” (p. 240) and therefore guards against 

instances whereby the researcher’s assumptions and values would affect the research. 

This is in stark contrast to the objectivist grounded theory approach which assumes that 

the researcher is a detached and distant individual from the research participants, and 

whose job it is to uncover the reality. This approach assumes that the researcher is 

value-free and brings an objective view to the research.  

 

 As the researcher of this study is also a history teacher at the secondary level, it 

was inevitable that a certain degree of experience and pre-conceived notions of history 

teaching would be brought to this study. Rather than treating this situation as 

unproblematic and purporting that these issues could be isolated and not possibly 

influence the interpretation of the data, the researcher chose to acknowledge these 

influences and make them explicit. In this way, the analysis of the research data could 

be conducted in a more open and transparent manner. This will also help other 

researchers and users of this study to assess its degree of usefulness.   

 

Conclusion 

 This thesis comprises eight chapters. Following this introductory chapter is 

Chapter Two, which is a review of literature that is concerned with the definition, 

context and empirical study of the teaching and learning of history. This literature 

review outlines the context of history education in England, China and the United States 

of America. These countries are considered important sources of influence on the 

development of history education in Singapore.  

 

 Chapter Three details the research methodology employed in this study. First, it 

considers the theoretical underpinning of the research strategy and design. Second, the 

research questions and guiding questions are discussed. Third, the methods of data 
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collection and data analysis are described. The chapter concludes with the consideration 

of the trustworthiness and ethics of the study. 

 

 Chapter Four builds on the literature review by further locating this study within 

the Singaporean education context. This chapter provides an overview of the 

Singaporean education landscape by describing the development of its education system 

from the colonial period in the early 1800s to 1965, the year in which Singapore became 

an independent country. This chapter forms the background against which the research 

findings presented in the subsequent chapters can be interpreted in a more 

contextualised manner.  

 

 Chapter Five relates to the first research question which aimed at developing an 

understanding of the historical background to the teaching of secondary school history 

in Singapore. This chapter presents findings that are specific to the development of the 

secondary history curriculum from 1953 to 1996. The year 1953 marked a crucial 

milestone in the development of the secondary history curriculum as the Department of 

Education formed a Sub-Committee to review the history curriculum in Singapore. The 

discussion of history curriculum development for this period ends in 1996, shortly 

before major education initiatives were introduced in the following year.  

 

 Chapter Six relates to the second research question that aimed at developing an 

understanding of the recent developments in the secondary school history curriculum in 

relation to the teaching of the subject in Singaporean secondary schools. This chapter 

continues the discussion of the development of the history curriculum in Singapore, 

covering the period from 1997 to the present. The year 1997 marked another crucial 

milestone in the development of secondary history curriculum in Singapore as several 

key education initiatives that were introduced at that time greatly influenced the 

education landscape in the country. 

 

 Chapter Seven relates to the third research question of this study which was 

aimed at developing an understanding of the issues of concern for secondary school 

teachers who are teaching history in secondary schools in Singapore. Eleven history 

teachers were interviewed to understand the concerns they faced in the teaching of 

history in secondary schools. The data collected in the interviews were analysed 
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thematically and five substantive themes emerged from the data. 

 

 Chapter Eight provides a summary and conclusion to this thesis using an 

orchestrating framework, which provides a conceptual backbone in summarising the 

findings presented in Chapter Five to Chapter Eight. The three curricular concepts used 

in this orchestrating framework are: The Intended History Curriculum; The Enacted 

History Curriculum; and The Learned History Curriculum. This chapter includes a 

discussion of the extent of generalisability of the research findings and the implications 

of the findings of this study for the teaching of history in Singaporean secondary 

schools.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

 The concept, definition and the teaching of history have been contentious 

(Pendry, 1990; Stow & Haydn, 2000) and without a consensus as to what it exactly is 

and how it should be defined. For some, it simply meant the study of the past but to 

others, it meant the “science of men in time” (Bloch, 1954, p. 39). As diverse as they are, 

such conceptions of history reflect the lack of a consensus as to what history really is. 

Consequently, how the subject should be taught, and what ought to be taught, continues 

to be debated.  

 

 In order to obtain greater clarity on this matter, it is necessary to conduct a 

review of literature and provide a discourse on the subject of history.  Therefore, the 

purpose of this chapter is to present an overview of literature on the history curriculum. 

Three types of literature were consulted in order to provide a discussion of the history 

curriculum: definitional, contextual, and empirical.   

 

Review of the Definitional Literature 

 A sound appreciation of the secondary school history curriculum cannot be 

achieved without first understanding what defines the subject. Thus, a search of the 

literature that defines the subject was conducted and reviewed. Whilst history is a 

common subject throughout the world and is taught at various levels ranging from the 

elementary to the more advanced, there is no common agreement on what form it 

should take and on the approach that should be taken in delivering it. That said, some 

central elements can be distilled from the available literature on the issue of history 

curriculum. These are: the objectives for teaching history (Boyd, 1950; Edmondson, 

1995); the content of history as a subject (Partington, 1980); the pedagogical approach 

in teaching history (Himmelfarb, 1989); and the assessment of history (Rothstein, 2004). 

The following discussion provides an overview of the existing literature relating to these 

elements of the history curriculum.  
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The Teaching of History: Objectives 

 One of the objectives of the teaching of history is to transmit historical facts and 

to account for what happened in the past. But what constitutes an account or fact? 

American historian John Bodnar (1992, pp. 13–14) made a distinction between an 

“official” and “vernacular” account. To him, the official account or memory comes 

from the “‘concerns’ of cultural leaders or authorities at all levels of society” (p. 13). On 

the other hand, vernacular memories transmit specific interests that a society feels are 

important; rather than what reality it should be (p. 14). As such, it is reasonable to argue 

that the eventual objectives of teaching history would differ depending on whose 

account is transmitted.  

 

 However, the argument does not end here even if one were able to make a 

distinction between the official and the vernacular account. Kearney (1994), in his 

article, Four Nations or one?, problematised the official account when he argued, in the 

case of United Kingdom, if it could have been four–England, Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland, rather than just one–British. He further argued that the complexities of 

their history could be distorted if they had just spoken of a single historical past. Suffice 

it to say that there is no simple answer to what constitutes a fact, even though most 

would agree that it is important to teach that fact.  

 

 To Partington (1980), the objective of teaching history is to provide a framework 

of the past, on which deeper studies could then be conducted by students of history to 

advance their knowledge in the topics of their choice. According to him, it is about 

presenting an account of significance to people in the past, regardless of whether people 

today felt the same as their predecessors. In other words, historical events or accounts 

should be investigated within the context of what was considered important to the 

people in the past. Such historical inquiries should take into account the views of all 

interested parties or groups of that period to avoid unfair judgement. These accounts of 

the past may take the form of official historical accounts presented in State documents 

or could be presented in a less clearly defined manner like a Public History (Liddington, 

2002). Whatever the form it takes to serve whichever needs, its broad objective really is 

to tell those stories of the past to the present generation.  
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 Another objective of teaching history is to develop a “historical mindedness” 

(Davis, 1929, p. 133). According to Davis, such a mental attitude enables students of 

history to be objective in assessing the works of other historians, as the individual is to 

separate himself or herself from a particular standpoint. Such a state of heightened 

mental awareness requires sophisticated historical thinking skills to reach. It is 

important that the essential skills or ways of thinking basic to the historian’s craft are 

defined and presented in the best way for the students (Fink, 2001). These skills are 

essential as students develop higher and more sophisticated levels of understandings as 

they apply their prior knowledge and assumptions of the past to investigate them in 

depth. Thus, it can be argued that the acquisition of such critical and evaluative skills 

would enable students to “cultivate a thoughtful, context-sensitive imagination to fill 

gaps in evidence trails when they arise” (VanSledright, 2002, p. 1092).  

 

 A third objective of the teaching of history is the transmission of social values, 

rules and norms. It is a deliberate process of creating a bond amongst the people through 

the recollection of collective memory (Halbwachs, 1992) and experiences. Wood (1999) 

argues that the purpose of social groups is consciously represented by their collective 

past. These collective pasts in the forms of historical understandings and common 

beliefs allow diverse and fractious groups in society to communicate and understand 

each other (Wineburg, Mosborg, Porat & Duncan, 2007). Chew (1991, p. 357) in 

explaining the historical evolution and emergence of a sense of national identity in 

Singapore talks about three “fundamental quests” which modern men and women share. 

It is the quest for “personal identity”, “group integration” and eventually a collective 

quest for “national independence and integrity” (p.357). To Chew, the “weaving of past 

memories and present experiences and future hope” (p. 365) enables people to create a 

sense of common identity, which transcends separate ethnic and cultural affiliations.   

 

The Teaching of History: Content 

 The matter of what topics to cover in the history syllabus has been intensely 

debated amongst various groups of people who want a stake in shaping it. Depending on 

the interests and needs of these groups of people, the content of history has fluctuated 

over time in different context. To give clarity to the discussion of what constitutes 

history content, it is helpful to differentiate it further into the following: knowledge 
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content, skills content, and values content. Each of these areas of content will now be 

considered in turn.  

 

 Knowledge content. Whilst history knowledge might constitute knowledge of 

ancient civilisations or societies of the past, it is certainly not confined to just those 

periods in time. It can also include the study of individuals who played critical roles in 

major historical events. One can hope to understand how events turned out the way they 

did by understanding the people who were involved in shaping those outcomes (Elton, 

1967). 

 

 The selection of knowledge content varies from country to country, depending 

on the needs it serves. But whatever history knowledge is selected, it always begs the 

question as to whose needs are served by it (Apple, 1993). To historians like Burston 

(1963), national history should be taught, as it is more relevant and can be understood 

by students better than a foreign one. Such a perspective finds strong support from 

politicians and government leaders including Michael Gove, the former English 

Secretary of State for Education. Speaking at the History in Education Project 

Conference in London, Michael Gove claimed that British history had been neglected in 

schools because assessment topics mainly revolved around German and American 

histories. As a result, most of the pupils did not choose to study British history. He 

remarked that this was not a satisfactory situation. In the same speech, he also 

questioned if the curriculum and examination system were causing the pupils to be 

ignorant of British history despite the greatest efforts of educators and the media to 

make the subject more interesting (Gove, 2011).  

 

 This kind of rhetoric might be politically enticing for right-wing advocates such 

as historian Niall Ferguson who was given a role to rewrite the British school history 

syllabus (Higgins, 2010). However, this emphatic support for a nationalistic curriculum, 

which was ladened with patriotic overtones, was not without its critics. Critics of these 

nationalistic leanings have long criticised the implications of teaching such narrow 

knowledge to the students. For example, Grosvenor (2000) advocates an “inclusive 

history for the nation” (p. 158) and a multicultural approach to education. However, he 

also warns that to do so is to challenge both received knowledge and authority. For a 

critical educational theorist such as Michael Apple (1993), nationalistic rhetoric is 
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contested by arguing that curriculum is not simply an assembly of neutral facts and 

information that appeared in the textbooks and classroom by chance. To Apple, it is 

always a deliberate selection of knowledge that has been legitimised by the dominant 

political authority in the society. He problematises the idea of a national curriculum and 

argues that there is always a “politics of official knowledge” (Apple, 1993, p. 236) in 

such a call for a national curriculum. He charges that the call to establish a common 

culture would only serve the needs and beliefs of the dominant-minority group. 

Therefore, to accept Apple’s line of argument is to accept that historical knowledge is 

not an end in itself. Rather, it is a means to an end.  

 

 Skills content. Besides knowledge content, skills content is another aspect in the 

teaching of history. Counsell (2000) problematises the term skill when she argues that 

teachers tend to use it as a “catch-all for all manner of understandings and processes, 

some specifically historical, others general” (p. 56). She contends that its values as a 

professional term is diminished once teachers use it to describe everything from 

listening skills to skills in evaluating historical evidence. According to her, a more 

specific difficulty within history education arises when the distinction between 

conceptual understanding–understanding of the big ideas of causation, consequence, 

change and continuity, is not clearly distinguished from skills such as the ability to 

construct multi-causal explanations or the ability to explain the connection between 

causes and effects.      

  

 Whilst it is common for students to have the misconception that history is all 

about dates and timelines, or boring facts to be memorised and regurgitated during 

examinations; teachers, curriculum developers and education researchers face a 

somewhat different and difficult job of handling the relationship between the so-called 

content and the so-called skill (Counsell, 2000). The debate about how this relationship 

should be handled is made more complicated when there is no consensus on what skills 

should be taught. What skills do we want our students to know? Should we make sure 

they acquire a sense of historical imagination (Crawford, 1995; Figlio, 1998; Perlstein, 

2004)? Or should we teach historical empathy (Kornfeld, 1992; Yilmaz, 2007)?  What 

about the expectations that were founded on the belief that students should work like 

historians who analyse and interpret evidence (Hillis, 2005)? Clearly, there is no 
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conclusive or easy answer to the question as to what skills students should learn in 

history. 

  

 Values content. Meadows Jr (1971), in his article, Attitudes and Values: 

Ingredients of Good Teaching, offers no apology for trying to pass on his values and 

ideas to his students. In particular, he argued that by imparting in his students those 

values, it gave him an opportunity to explain to the students why he moved in a certain 

direction on subject matter. However, he went on to add that “one should not form a 

conclusion, but rather a viewpoint” (p. 377).  

 

 This perspective might not always be welcomed by educators such as Keith 

Crawford (1995), who questioned the neutrality of history. In doing so, he cautions 

against masking the ideological intentions of its chief proponents in the form of debates 

over the substance of history teaching. In his study of the British history curriculum 

during the period from 1989 - 1994, he suggests that the educational debate in which the 

New Right claims to be engaging on the history curriculum is “spurious” and its 

“concern is primarily ideological and only educational in terms of its use of history 

education as a vehicle through which to disseminate a specific set of values and beliefs” 

(p. 433). He finds the teaching of a nation’s heritage history problematic as it will 

become a matter of “doctrine rather than a debate” (p. 448), where the view of history 

becomes ideologically constructed and one which seeks to “re-create and disseminate 

the shared values of a nationalistic past in a very different present” (Crawford, 1995, p. 

448).  

  

 It may be argued that Vann (2004) occupies the middle ground in this debate 

over the teaching of values content. He rejects the arguments that historians are merely 

looking for facts and do not make moral judgements on historical events. Instead, he 

believes that historians should be free to pass moral judgements on historical events, but 

should also be aware that their judgements are subject to critique by their peers in the 

fraternity, and their readers alike.    

 

The Teaching of History: Pedagogy 

 The dissemination of historical knowledge has been a point of contention 

between two different groups of advocates who believe that students should learn 
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history in a particular way. On the one hand, there are historians who go by the great 

tradition approach (Sylvester, 1993) in teaching history. And on the other hand, are 

their critics who feel that such pedagogical approach dulls the subject and makes it 

harder for students to find it relevant in their lives (Price, 1968). These two approaches 

are broadly known as the great tradition approach and the new history approach, which 

are now discussed in more detail. 

 

 The Great Tradition. Slater (1989) terms the great tradition approach as the 

“inherited consensus” (p. 1). According to him, it is essentially Anglo-centric history, 

which is largely Southern English and the skills involved are mainly those that relate to 

the recalling of facts, and are often examined as lengthy essays. The standard textbooks, 

combined with lectures delivered by teachers, are considered definitive. Tests measure 

the results (VanSledright, 2002, p. 1091). According to Bernstein (1990), such an 

approach would depend on clearly defined standards and highly structured models of 

teaching and evaluation. To him, this approach claims the moral high ground and 

assumes superiority of its own culture. It does not relate to anything other than itself. To 

this end, the teachers play the role of a narrator of historical events to students who 

listen to them passively.  

 

 The great tradition approach of teaching history came under attack in the 1960s 

as post-war immigration and the growth of multicultural communities meant that 

schools had to reconsider history curriculum that were merely geared towards a 

predominantly homogeneous populace (Phillips, 2000). 

 

 The New History. This teaching approach rejects the great tradition approach in 

its criticism that “the obsession appears to be with the products of historical study, not 

with the practice of doing it” (VanSledright, 2002, p. 1091). History is a subject that has 

an immense variety of content but lacks any structure, which can dictate how its content 

should be studied (Leeds Trinity University College, 1976). New history places 

emphasis not only upon chronology and historical knowledge, but also upon the 

cultivation of conceptual understanding and skills (Phillips, 2000). It inspires students to 

develop their own analytical faculty and not think of history as a set of historical facts to 

be memorized. It is not the body of content that is important; it is the skills that the 

children develop (Knight, 1996). Lelan McLemore (1984) in his discussion of Max 
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Weber’s defence of historical inquiry, reinforces the idea that the human world needs to 

be understood through the interpretations of the intrinsic meanings actors ascribe to 

their actions. According to McLemore, Weber rejects the notion that there is a single 

logical form to explain causal relations. Therefore, according to McLemore, to apply 

Weber’s logic to the subject of history teaching is to reject the notion that there is a 

singular version of history that students can just memorise as the finite truth or single 

reality of the human world.       

 

The Teaching of History: Assessment 

 The questions regarding the assessment of history become harder to answer 

when the other elements of the history curriculum remain largely debatable and a 

consensus is lacking. In the context of an on-going debate over the constituents of a 

curriculum, it seems possible that less focus is trained on the issues regarding 

assessments in curricular discussions (Pace, 2011). That said, several central issues 

regarding assessments can be distilled from existing literature. These issues can be 

broadly categorised into: forms and functions of assessments and challenges in 

assessments.     

 

 Within the discourse of assessment, distinction must be made between formative 

and summative assessments. Wiliam and Black (1996) clarify that in using these terms, 

they refer to the functions assessments served; not to the act of assessing. They further 

argue that whilst all assessments can be summative, some have the additional capability 

to serve formative functions. To these authors, the question is not whether an 

assessment can serve both functions, but rather, the extent to which one is served at the 

expense of the other.  

 

 This complex and unsettling relationship between formative and summative 

assessment is well illustrated by Eckstein and Noah (1993), in their study of Scotland’s 

history teaching. They explain that assessment in history is not a straightforward matter, 

and the move away from time-bound examinations to assessments of work done over 

extended periods raises its own set of problems. Whilst it is more likely to produce a 

more accurate picture of students’ abilities, problems relating to grading standards, 

fairness and comparability would be hard to solve. As students are expected to apply 

their investigative skills to produce knowledge, assessing investigative skills fairly 
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would be a demanding challenge (Hillis, 2005).  

 

 This discourse over the forms of assessment and the functions they serve 

continues in Grant’s (2003) study. In his in-depth case studies of two New York 

teachers and their students, he questions whether high-stakes tests would necessarily 

generate better results. And even if they did, he questions what those results really mean 

and whether they truly represent academic achievement.  Such a view is echoed by 

Tashlik (2010), who feels that assessment has devolved to represent the numerical 

results of tests that are largely standardised. In his article, Changing the National 

Conversation on Assessment, he reasoned that schools can resist relying on quantitative 

data and excessive measurements to gauge the performance of the students. He used the 

example of a group of New York public schools to illustrate that a performance-based 

assessment system is possible and sustainable across schools.     

 

 However, not everyone feels that such discourse happens solely in the academic 

realm or in schools. The root to the problems of assessment may lie elsewhere. For 

example, Rothstein (2004) argues that the United States is not ready to assess history 

performance, as educators do not have realistic expectations of what students should 

learn, and define their students’ proficiency based on past achievements that never 

really existed (p. 1381). Partisan ideological and political disputes worsen the problem 

and “distort pedagogy” (p. 1381). According to Rothstein, fair assessment of history 

knowledge cannot be achieved as long as these issues are not resolved, and assessment 

must be aligned to what students have been taught. Furthermore, another problem, he 

points out, is that instead of measuring the impact of academic courses on adult 

citizenship habits, measurements are made on the immediate knowledge students gain 

from history and civics courses. Thus, short-term goals that may have little relation to 

desired outcomes are measured.  

 

Review of Contextual Literature 

The International Context  

 A comprehensive understanding of the teaching of history as a school subject in 

Singapore cannot be achieved without acknowledging the broader context of 

international education systems. One of the countries that has had an impact on 

Singapore’s education system is the United Kingdom. Throughout the nineteenth 
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century, the British Government assumed no responsibility to provide English-medium, 

Chinese medium or Tamil-medium education at the primary and secondary levels (Tan, 

1997). However, after World War II, the demand for education grew in a more settled 

society and the colonial government accepted greater responsibility for providing it 

(Turnbull, 2010). In 1902, an Education Code was laid down to form the basis for 

official education policy for the next twenty years. By 1909, the colonial government 

founded an Education Board. The education links between Singapore and Britain were 

enhanced with the institution of the Queen’s Scholarships in 1889 and the adoption of 

the Cambridge Examination in 1891 (Gopinathan, 1991). Even though Singapore 

became independent in 1965, Singapore’s MOE, in collaboration with the University of 

Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate, administers the General Certificate of 

Education (Normal and Ordinary and Advanced Level). This illustrates the strong 

connection and influence the British education system has on the Singaporean education 

system.  

 

 Another country that has had a strong influence on the early education system of 

Singapore is China. Being a predominantly Chinese populated country, Singapore 

received most of its early immigrants from China. Many of them helped to develop the 

Chinese-medium schools. Many of the curriculum material and teachers also hailed 

from China. As a result, Singapore’s education system was also deeply influenced by 

the Chinese ideologies (Gopinathan, 1985). In the 1960s, and especially after Singapore 

became independent in 1965, the government advocated a value system that linked 

bilingualism and Asian cultural values as the preferred socialization mode (Gopinathan, 

2001). Today, there is a total of 11 Special Assistance Plan (SAP) secondary schools 

and 15 primary schools that emphasise the learning of Chinese language, culture and 

values (Sim, 2016). These secondary schools admit top primary school students who 

excelled in the Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE).  This is indicative of the 

Chinese influence on the Singaporean education system.    

 

 Thirdly, education developments in the United States of America (US) also have 

had a significant impact on the Singaporean education system. Since gaining 

independence, the Singaporean government has been trying to improve the quality of 

education. The perceived high quality of education in the US did not escape the 

attention of the political leaders. In 1986, the government sent 12 school principals to 
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investigate a number of high quality schools in the US and the UK. The report generated 

by their visit, Towards Excellence in Schools, recommended the establishment of a 

small number of independent schools, which aimed to provide a challenging and 

enriched curriculum for the brightest students in the country (Gopinathan, 2001). 

Attention is now turned to describing the background to each of these influences in 

more detail. 

 

 History Teaching in England. The House of Lords Library Note published a 

background reading for the parliamentary debate (held on 20 October 2011), on the 

teaching of history in schools on the 14 October 2011. The Note summarises theoretical 

arguments about the reasons for studying history and whether history as a discipline and 

a subject in schools is in decline (Cruse, 2011). In the Note, Cruse described how in 

recent years, history as a discipline has come under attack, in part by some 

postmodernist writers who have come to question the objectivity of history, which to 

them is “merely a form of narrative” (p. 1). Cruse went on to discuss the discourse 

between two different camps of writers. 

 

 What the Note has highlighted is a debate that has been going on for decades 

between two different camps of writers. There are those who support the great tradition 

approach (Elton, 1984; Evans, 1997; Gove, 2010; Mesure, 2010) to teaching history and 

those who advocate the new history approach (Jenkins, 1991; Munslow, 1997; 

VanSledright, 2002). In the last few decades, the teaching of history has focused mainly 

on the acquisition of historical knowledge and recollections of events and facts about 

what happened. This was an approach commonly known as the great tradition 

(Sylvester, 1993), which aimed to ensure that the stories and memories of a nation 

would be passed on from generation to generation. Lawlor (1992, as cited in Miles & 

Middleton, 1993) defended such an approach when he argued that there was a body of 

cultural knowledge that formed part of the educational legacy that he felt all students 

should know.  Following his argument, it is not difficult to see how this approach 

enables a country to remain deeply rooted in its past and helps to create a sense of 

cultural identity amongst its citizens.  

 

 However, over the years, this approach has been heavily criticised by others for 

not being able to meet the learning needs of the students and for having little 
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significance for them (Price, 1968; Booth, 1973). Advocates of the new history 

approach to teaching history believe that critical and major changes had to be made to 

the manner in which history is taught in schools to retain interest and currency. In 

particular, the great tradition approach came under attack by those dissatisfied with the 

way history has been taught thus far. A major milestone came about in 1971 when 

Coltham and Fines (1971) published Educational Objectives for the Study of History: A 

Suggested Framework. This was followed quickly by the creation of the Schools 

Council History 13-16 Project in 1972 to encourage students to learn history in a more 

engaging way that would allow them to interpret and evaluate sources and arrive at their 

own conclusions about historical events.  

 

 The Project was established in Britain to address the concerns amongst many 

teachers that History as a subject was losing its ground in schools. According to Shemilt 

(1980), the Project’s rationale hinges upon the fusion of two ideas: First, that for school 

History to be relevant, it must accommodate the personal and social needs of 

adolescents; and second, that for historical knowledge to be grounded in reason, 

adolescents must understand something of the subject’s perspectives, logic and methods.  

 

 The emphasis is on the acquisition of skills deemed to be necessary to create a 

critical perspective to historical accounts and not one that is prescribed by the state. 

Whilst this approach has gained currency over the last few decades, its critics are not 

letting up in pointing out its perceived shortcomings and flaws.  

 

 Recently, proponents of the great tradition approach (Mesure, 2010; Gove, 2010) 

have been arguing that the lack of knowledge about the country’s historical past is 

costing children opportunities to appreciate the present as they fail to understand how 

the present came about. Their main argument is that the fragmented pieces of historical 

accounts that students are learning do not form a coherent narrative of what happened in 

the past. Mesure (2010) went as far as to argue in her article entitled “Never Been So 

Little History Been Known by So Few” that the national curriculum was responsible for 

the obsession with equipping students with historical skills, at the expense of their 

acquiring important historical knowledge that could serve them in life later.  

 

 



	
	

	
	
	

25	
	

 In his speech to the Conservative Party conference in Birmingham, the former 

Education Secretary Michael Gove also disagreed with the method used then to teach 

history to British children. He felt that it deprived them of the opportunity to learn about 

the British history because topics were fragmented and lacking in coherence. In the 

same speech, he announced the appointment of Professor Simon Schama to advise the 

government on how the national curriculum could be revised to place British history at 

the heart of it.  

 

 It is very likely that the tussle between these two approaches will not be 

alleviated in the near future, as each attempts to occupy the dominant position in 

reviving the teaching and learning of history.  

 

 History Teaching in China. This section of the discussion focuses on the 

education system in China after the Communist Party established its new regime on 1 

October 1949. After a long period of civil war (1945–1949) between the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) and the Kuomintang (KMT), the CCP was able to defeat the 

KMT. It inherited an education system left behind by the KMT. The new regime took 

over a blend of residual classical education, a mixture of American and European 

influence, and a program based on education for nationalism anchored in KMT ideology 

(Chen, 1981; Kwong, 1982). This was a system that the new government was not going 

to continue indefinitely. The following decades saw many changes to its education 

system and as a result, to how students learn history. Needless to say, China’s 

educational development depended very much on the wider socio-political and 

economic needs. The formulation of the education policies at the centre involved a 

complex process of interaction between the ideology of the decision-makers and 

objective conditions that were largely economic in nature (Kwong, 1982).  

 

 The early stage of transition was characterised by efforts to reorganize the 

education system left behind by the KMT. The aim was to create an integrated, socialist 

oriented, national school system that would prepare the people for a new form of 

government. Religious schools were nationalised and the Chinese Constitution of 1954 

granted people the right to education. However, the content of courses in civics and 

history was rewritten to explain principles of government and the history of communism 

(Cleverley, 1991). Great emphasis was placed on political and ideological education and 



	
	

	
	
	

26	
	

they were not limited to just a few subjects. This form of education permeated the entire 

curriculum at all levels of schooling. In the teaching of history, the central theme was 

the class struggle and the conflict between classes in feudal and semi-colonial China 

(Chen, 1981; Ridley, Goodwin & Doolin, 1971).  

 

 This stage of transition quickly became an overture for what was to come in the 

period of the Great Leap Forward (GLF) and the Cultural Revolution (CR). The 

emphasis now was to turn China from an agricultural country into an industrialised one 

within the shortest period. Chou En-lai in his report on the proposals of the Second 

Five-Years Plan stated that the foremost task of education was to train the state 

personnel for the work of construction, especially industrial technicians, and personnel 

for scientific research. Higher education and vocational secondary education had to be 

further developed (Zhou, 1956). This technical education emphasis was coupled with 

participation in production as Mao Zedong believed that labour was a means to achieve 

the unity of theory and practice (Mao, 1941). Political education became a tool to 

transmit those values that would serve the current needs of the prevailing policy. 

Political indoctrination and ideology became the vehicle through which students learnt 

about history. This reliance on political exhortation during the GLF led schools to 

increase the time spent on politics, and school textbooks included more political content 

(Cleverley, 2001).  

 

 The period of CR saw great social and political upheavals as China embarked on 

the route to transform the entire educational and cultural landscape of the country in line 

with socialist values and thoughts. Schools were closed for years and that had a huge 

impact on the continuing education of the people. Many were denied the opportunity of 

further education. In addition, many academics, teachers and professors were labelled as 

revisionists and fell victims to persecution. The people’s access to “objective” history 

was limited as censorship was rife and people were careful not to be politically incorrect. 

In place of formal education, students were expected to carry a copy of the Quotations 

from Chairman Mao and learn from his teachings (Bridgham, 1967). 

 

 Even though China’s socio-economic and political landscape had changed much 

since the 1980s, the intertwining relationship between political ideologies and history as 

a subject should not be underestimated. The country’s openness to market-oriented 
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economic forces cannot be mistaken as signs of political openness and liberalism. 

According to Cleverley (2001), history’s back was bent to the ideological task.  

 

 History Teaching in United States of America. There are three broad issues 

concerning the teaching of history in the United States of America that will be discussed 

in this section. First, Americans have never considered learning history to be an end in 

itself. Instruction about history and the development of political institutions (civics) has 

always been justified as an exercise that would produce better citizens, however blandly 

defined (Rothstein, 2004). This makes the teaching of history and its related discourse 

problematic, as it is not seen as a subject that can carry its own weight. This situation is 

worsened by the fact that the United States does not have a uniform education system 

throughout the country, as each state has control over its own jurisdiction. Thus, the 

content, methodologies in teaching, and assessment of the subject of history differ from 

one state to another.  

 

 Secondly, Partington (1980) argues that there are no key criteria for basing 

decisions on what kind of history students should learn in schools. He feels that there is 

a risk of introducing the students to histories of various human groups in a very 

superficial way in the absence of such criteria when decisions must be made concerning 

the content of the subject. He went on to list several criteria of significance to create a 

rational framework for making choices.  

 

 Thirdly, the national movement towards an outcome-based education is resisted 

by those who do not teach to standards (Casey, 2004). The reasons for this range from a 

belief that it would intrude on their academic freedom to a fear of having to slash vital 

content if they also have to teach and assess specific academic skills.  

 

Review of Empirical Literature 

 Reviews of empirical literature relating to history education are important in 

establishing the types of research that have already been undertaken in the field. Such a 

review process helps to position the study reported here in the larger context of other 

empirical research. A preliminary search for qualitative research conducted in recent 

years on history education yielded several papers and articles that can be classified 

broadly into two sub-components–students and teachers. However, there seems to be 
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little research (published articles or journals) conducted in the Singaporean context on 

the current concerns of teachers who are teaching history in the secondary school sector.  

 

 The following discussion comprises two sections, namely, the empirical 

literature on students’ knowledge and perceptions towards history education, and the 

empirical literature on teachers’ perspectives on history education. 

 

Students’ Knowledge and Perceptions of History  

 Several qualitative studies (Epstein, 2000; VanSledright & Frankes, 2000; 

Wineburg, Mosborg, Porat and Duncan, 2007; Bell, Hansson & McCaffery, 2010) have 

been carried out to understand how students’ knowledge and concepts about history are 

acquired, and their perception in regard to learning about the past.  

 

 In a study conducted by VanSledright and Frankes (2000), it investigated how 

historical concepts and research strategies were taught and made sense of by students in 

two fourth-grade classrooms. Daily classroom observations were conducted to 

understand how the history unit was taught to the students. The students were also 

interviewed to obtain their perspectives on what they thought they had learned. The 

researchers concluded that young students need to be given the opportunities to explore 

the full spectrum of conceptual and strategic scenarios in historical scholarship, to 

develop their understanding of the subjects they study. However, they suggested that not 

all teachers were ready or able to provide such support to meet their students’ learning.  

 

 Epstein (2000) in his study of adolescents’ perspectives on racial diversity in 

U.S history found that adolescents’ racial identities could influence their understandings 

of their historical experience of racial groups, the government’s role in moulding these 

experiences, and the existence or not of a common national history or identity.  

 

 In another study of historical consciousness among adolescents, Wineburg, 

Mosborg, Porat and Duncan (2007) sought to understand the forces that influenced the 

youths’ notion of history, in the hope that by understanding these forces, educators 

could harness them to advance their students’ historical understandings.  They conclude 

in their study that forces such as the mass media (in the form of movies, TV 

documentaries and newspapers) cannot be ignored, as they are important in transmitting 
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“sensitising concepts” (Blumer, 1954, as cited in Wineburg, Mosborg, Porat and 

Duncan, 2007, p. 75) that form a larger “cultural curriculum” (p. 69) from which the 

youths glean understandings about history.   

 

 Interestingly, the findings in the two studies mentioned earlier are supported by 

a separate research project commissioned by the Community Relations Council in the 

UK. The research team–John Bell, Ulf Hansson and Nick McCaffery (2010) revealed 

that youth knowledge about the past was not just influenced by formal education, but 

also by parents, relatives and the media, films and television. They also pointed out that 

these other sources of influence had a considerable amount of impact on young people. 

Furthermore, the report found that the community background of young people 

influences their perception of their national identity, and their knowledge and 

understanding of history are linked to their own community’s perception of history and 

to the events that their community treasures the most. These studies point to the 

importance of understanding how students learn about history, which may be different 

from what teachers perceive it to be.  

 

Teachers’ Perspectives of History Teaching 

 Several qualitative research studies conducted in the area of history education 

focus mainly on the role of teachers (Rodgers, 2007; Clark, 2008) in teaching history, 

and how their beliefs and sense of purpose (Hover & Yeager, 2007; Klein, 2010) have 

an impact on history teaching.  

 

 In his study of the role of teachers in transferring historical knowledge to their 

students in the Ukraine, Rogers (2007) found that the teachers were subtly moving away 

from the official state narrative, and “negotiating the new historical narrative” (p. 503). 

He concluded that teachers were not mere agents in transferring the state’s desired 

historical messages. This role of “negotiating” history is not just limited to the content 

per se, but also determines to a large extent, whether the subject succeeds in the 

classroom or not. Clark (2008), in a comparative study of history teaching in Australia 

and Canada, found that teachers play a significant role in determining whether the 

subject succeeds or not in the classroom. According to her, the teachers’ ability to 

engage the students makes a difference between a lesson that nobody listens to, or one 

that students find worth listening to.       
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 Besides those studies conducted on the role of teachers in history teaching, there 

are others that examine teachers’ beliefs and sense of purpose and their impact on 

history teaching. For example, Hover and Yeager (2007), in their case study of one U.S. 

secondary teacher, found that history teaching is greatly influenced by one’s beliefs and 

sense of purpose. In their study, the teacher was revealed to be one who possessed 

excellent pedagogical content knowledge. However, her actual teaching in the 

classroom did not reflect her understandings about the interpretive nature of history, 

which was extensively discussed in the Masters course she graduated from. Instead, her 

teachings were largely self-guided and followed her own beliefs and sense of purpose 

regarding history teaching. The researchers discovered that her practices and her 

purpose were consistent with each other, and she directed her class to achieve that 

purpose. This study illustrates the critical part that teachers’ beliefs and sense of purpose 

play in history teaching.  

 

 Furthermore, Klein (2010) in his study on history teaching in the Netherlands 

provided an insight into five teachers’ goals and beliefs about history teaching in the 

context of an on-going debate between competing narratives of history. As some argue 

in support of a national historical narrative; others press for a plurality of perspectives. 

Teachers who are teaching history often find themselves having to negotiate this 

dichotomy. The study concludes that “the teachers do not present themselves as 

transmitters of a closed narrative, be it national or not” (p. 627). The teachers prefer to 

teach history critically and use teaching strategies that encourage students to learn about 

other perspectives, both in the past and in the present. 

 

 Research (unpublished Masters thesis) undertaken in Singapore more than a 

decade ago examined and analysed teachers’ perceptions of the meaning of history. The 

study also investigated the pedagogical practices in the teaching of history in secondary 

schools in Singapore. This study focused on the “perceptions of their [teachers] roles 

and functions in teaching history in Singapore, and their core beliefs about how history 

should be taught and how their students should learn the key content” (Yeo, 2002, p. iii). 

The study reveals three distinct profiles of teachers’ perception of history: History as a 

construction of meaning; history as entertainment; history as a search for accuracy. The 

study has not examined in depth, however, the relationship between the teachers’ 
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conception of history and their pedagogical practices within the larger context of their 

concerns regarding the recent trends in their subject.  

 

Conclusion 

 The Singaporean education system has undergone considerable changes over the 

decades since independence in 1965. From a colonial island to a fully independent state, 

Singapore had to find its own footing in the much larger international political and 

economic arena. Its preoccupation with economic and political survival dictates its 

education policies. Within this context, it is no surprise that subjects such as 

mathematics and science would gain greater importance in the education landscape as 

they are deemed to be crucial in equipping the populace with practical skills that could 

help the nation to survive economically. Research was also conducted mostly in the 

areas of mathematics and science education. As such, history, as a subject, became the 

poorer relation. 

 

 The review of the literature in this chapter has indicated not only the importance 

of history, as a subject, to society but also to the individual student. However, there is a 

void in the extant literature in regard to understanding the teaching and learning of 

history in the classroom from the point of view of the teachers. There seems to have 

been very few empirical studies conducted in the Singaporean context that focus on the 

teachers’ concerns regarding the teaching of history. Hence, the study reported in this 

thesis sought to fill that gap by considering the historical background, recent 

developments and the concerns of teachers involved in the teaching of history. The next 

chapter considers the methodology that was employed in the research undertaken.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	
	

	
	
	

32	
	

CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

 As outlined in Chapter One, the three interrelated aims of this study were first to 

develop an understanding of the historical background to the teaching of history in 

Singaporean secondary schools from 1953 until 1996. Second, it aimed to provide an 

understanding of the recent developments, since 1997, that had taken place in relation to 

the teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools. Third, it sought to develop an 

understanding of the issues that are currently of concern to secondary school teachers 

regarding the teaching of history.    

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to describe the methodological approach that was 

used to achieve the aims of this study. The chapter is presented in seven sections. The 

first section provides an explanation of the theoretical underpinning of the research 

agenda. The second section provides a description of the research questions and its 

guiding questions. The third section provides a description of the sampling strategy. The 

fourth section provides an explanation of the methods of data collection. This is 

followed by a discussion of the data analysis undertaken. The sixth and seventh sections 

address the issues of trustworthiness and ethical considerations relating to the study 

respectively.  

 

Theoretical Underpinning, Research Strategy and Design 

 The study was an inquiry into the historical background to the teaching of 

secondary school history curriculum in Singapore, the recent developments in the 

secondary school history curriculum in Singaporean secondary schools, and the issues 

of concern for Singaporean secondary school history teachers in teaching history. In 

order to address this enquiry, the interpretivist paradigm, which emphasises social 

interaction as the basis of knowledge (O’Donoghue, 2007), was selected. According to 

O’Donoghue (2007), the constructed knowledge is mutually negotiated and is specific 

to the situation under consideration. Furthermore, this paradigm allowed the researcher 

to construct concepts and theories out of stories constructed by research participants 

who were trying to make sense of their own experiences to the researcher and 

themselves (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). As such, this research paradigm helped the 
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researcher to appreciate what the research participants really felt and understood 

regarding the teaching of history in secondary schools in Singapore.  

 

 According to Haralambos and Holborn (1995), sociologists and advocates of the 

interpretivist paradigm argue that the meanings and motives behind social actions must 

be interpreted first before those actions can be understood. Unlike the natural sciences 

where experiments are constructed to test hypotheses, people are conscious and aware 

of the social actions around them. As a result, they construct their own social reality 

actively. The constructed meanings are derived from the people who created them, and 

have an existence in their own right.  

 

 To interpretivists, people neither simply react to external stimuli, nor are 

necessarily constrained by them. Interpretivists also believe that people cannot be 

conditioned in a predictable way just by controlling the stimuli that they are subjected to. 

In other words, changing the stimulus, which is presumed to have a causational 

relationship with the subject matter, may not necessarily produce a corresponding 

desired reaction. This is because people do not simply respond to these external stimuli 

as if these responses have already been pre-determined and are reproduced because of 

the stimuli. On the contrary, the participants’ actions or reactions must be understood 

within a specific social or environmental context, and not be presumed to be simply 

reflexive reactions to the external stimuli. Therefore, to understand the world that 

people live in, researchers have to collect data that represent the actual world-view of 

the research participants and analyse them from their perspectives.  

 

 The theoretical position located within this broader research paradigm is 

symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interactionists view society as an on-going process 

of interaction, involving actors who are constantly adjusting to one another and 

continuously interpreting the situation they are in (Haralambos & Holborn, 1995). 

According to them, in order to understand society, we have to understand how people 

interpret and attach meanings to the situations they are in. This is an uncertain situation 

that does not follow any pre-determined course of actions and those meanings could 

change from time to time and vary from person to person. 
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 Symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1937) is a term coined by Herbert Blumer, 

which is commonly in use in sociological methodology. Even though Blumer went on to 

develop his own version of symbolic interactionism and dealt with matters that were not 

explicit in the thought of Mead and others (Blumer, 1969), he credited George Herbert 

Mead for laying the foundations of the symbolic interactionist approach.  

 

 The following discussion examines several key ideas emanating from the 

writings of George Herbert Mead and Herbert Blumer, who were instrumental in the 

development of symbolic interactionism as a theoretical and methodological 

perspective. Key ideas contained in Mead’s Mind, Self and Society are discussed to give 

a clearer picture of the foundations of the symbolic interactionist approach. Herbert 

Blumer’s Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method is also discussed to clarify 

the theoretical underpinnings to the methodological approach of this study.  

 

George Herbert Mead: Meaning, Gestures and Objects 

 According to Mead (1934), “meaning arises and lies within the field of the 

relation between the gesture of a given human organism and the subsequent behavior of 

this organism as indicated to another human organism by that gesture” (pp. 75–76). He 

argues that meaning cannot be conceived as a state of consciousness, or as a set of 

organised relations existing or subsisting mentally outside the field of experience into 

which they enter. Instead, they should be conceived objectively, as having their 

existence entirely within this field of experience. Such a perspective stands in contrast 

to that of structural theorists who believe that the external conditions and circumstances 

create, restrict, and regulate the responses and behaviours of individuals. To them, 

human beings respond to external stimuli, which they have no control over and react in 

accordance to the desired outcome of the stimuli. Thus, to change or modify human 

behaviour, the external stimuli must be controlled to produce the desired outcome. 

Symbolic interactionists, on the other hand, believe that human beings are not mere 

pawns who are at the mercy of the social forces found within the larger social setting. 

As autonomous human beings who can interpret the situation according to the meanings 

they attached to those gestures or behaviour, they can, and do participate actively in 

reacting to the said gestures in a meaningful way.  
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 In clarifying the idea of gesture, Mead explains that the gesture of a human 

organism stands for “a certain resultant of the social act, a resultant to which there is a 

definite response on the part of the individuals involved therein; so that meaning is 

given or stated in terms of response” (Mead, 1934, p. 76). This means that gestures are 

created by the originator towards the person to whom the gestures are directed. These 

gestures constitute a set of signs, which are intended to elicit a certain response from the 

recipient of those gestures. These gestures are then interpreted by the recipient and 

reacted to, based on his or her understanding of those gestures. According to Mead, 

gestures become significant symbols when the gestures have the same meaning for both 

the originator and the recipient of those gestures.   

 

 These are the results of human interactions and therefore, undergo a process of 

moving to and fro between the originator of those gestures and the recipients of the 

same gestures. This movement underlines the importance of observing and 

understanding the significance of a person’s gestures, within the social context in which 

they have taken place.  

 

 To unravel the significance and meaning behind such gestures, participants in 

these gestures must be treated as autonomous beings capable of constructing, attaching, 

and interpreting the meanings of those gestures. Such gestures are social and cultural 

specific and should be understood within the settings in which they are found. They 

should not be treated as products of definite social processes beyond the control of 

human beings. In other words, the study of human beings and their activities must be 

conducted in an authentic environment where these behaviours are to be found. This 

form of human interactions cannot be replicated or controlled, as if it was a scientific 

experiment. Mead, according to Blumer (1969), sees this “conversation of gestures” (p. 

8) as one of the two forms of social interaction in society. The other form of social 

interaction is “the use of significant symbols” (p. 8). Blumer calls the first form of 

social interaction “non-symbolic interaction” and the latter “symbolic interaction” (p. 

8).  

 

 Finally, Mead argues that “objects are constituted in terms of meanings within 

the social process of experience and behaviour through the mutual adjustment to one 

another of the responses or actions of the various individual organisms involved in that 
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process, an adjustment made possible by means of a communication which takes the 

form of a conversation of gestures in the earlier stages of that process, and of language 

in its later stages” (p.77). In other words, one can argue that there is no absolute truth 

and everything goes through a social process whereby one creates meaning for it. This 

created meaning can be altered and changed according to the interpretations people give 

to it. Therefore, there exists a mode and system of communication that must be 

understood from the perspectives of those who participate in the process of 

communication.  

 

Herbert Blumer: The Nature of Symbolic Interactionism 

 Like Mead, Blumer rejects the positivist approach in trying to understand the 

social world. Building on the works of Mead, Blumer (1969) argues that human actions 

have meanings and should not be taken for granted. Neither should they be regarded as 

a mere link between the forces responsible for human behaviour. He charges typical 

psychological and sociological explanations for playing down the significance of 

meanings that human beings have attached to their action by subsuming them 

underneath those actions. To Blumer, the meanings that human beings have created 

through their actions are significant, and exist in their own right. To ignore the meaning 

of the things towards which people act would be to falsify the behaviour under study (p. 

3).  

 

 Blumer sees meanings as products of the interactions between human beings. 

However, he also clarifies that these meanings cannot be used by simply applying them 

in the context in which it was derived. What is central to the symbolic interactionist 

approach is the process where one must interpret. He called it an “interpretative 

process” or a “process of interpretation” (Blumer, 1969, p. 5). Blumer describes this 

process as having two distinct steps. The first step involves “self-interaction” (p. 5) and 

the actor signals to himself the things that have meaning to him. In other words, the 

action or behaviour that he observes is accorded a certain meaning to appear intelligible 

to him. This is an internal process whereby he attaches meanings to the things he sees or 

hears.  

 

 However, this process of interaction does not stop here and his reaction or 

response to the action or behaviour is not merely an application of the meaning he so 
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attaches. This is where the second step of the process matters. Blumer argues that the 

“actor selects, checks, suspends, regroups, and transforms the meanings in the light of 

the situation in which he is placed and the direction of his action” (p. 5). This is a 

process where meanings are formed and are used to guide action. In this way, meanings 

are part of a process of “self-interaction” (p. 5). According to Blumer, symbolic 

interactionism is grounded in a number of “root images” (p. 6) or ideas. These images 

represent the way symbolic interactionism views human society and human conduct. A 

brief discussion of some of these root images will provide some clarity as to the basis of 

symbolic interactionism that guided this study. These root images are: the nature of 

human society, the nature of social interaction and the human being as an acting 

organism, and the nature of human action. 

 

 Nature of Human Society or Human Group Life. Human beings are the basic 

building blocks of human groups and are engaging in action constantly. These actions 

are part of the acting individuals and are conducted by them in respect of the situations 

they are in. Thus, the nature of human society involves an on-going process of “fitting 

together the activities of its members” (Blumer, 1969, p. 7). To understand the human 

society, one has to understand how these activities are “fitted together.” To be 

empirically valid, any study of human society must therefore be consistent with the 

nature of the social action of human beings. 

  

 Nature of Social Interaction and the Human Being as an Acting Organism. 

Social interaction cannot be taken for granted and seen as “merely a medium through 

which the determinants of behaviour pass to produce the behaviour” (Blumer, 1969, p. 

7). In fact, it is significant enough in its own right. In other words, social interaction is 

not just a means for humans to express themselves, but it is also a process that creates 

the conduct of human beings. This is an active process whereby one constantly adjusts 

to the actions of others; based on the meanings that one gives to those actions. The 

person to whom the actions are directed interprets those meanings. Thus, to understand 

the actions of the actors, we need to understand the interpretive process which gives rise 

to those meanings. This presupposes the idea that the human being is seen as an 

organism that makes meaningful actions towards others and interprets their reactions. 

Thus, a human is an organism who considers the actions directed at him or her and 
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engages them in a reflective manner to give meanings to those actions, and responds 

back in a meaningful way that is intelligible to the actor himself or herself. 

 

 Nature of Human Action. A human being constantly has to take note of the 

things that he or she sees, interpret the meanings of those things and devise a course of 

actions in response to those meanings. This process necessitates the construction of a 

response and is more than a reflex action of a human being to the actions or conditions 

placed on him. In the context of such interplay of meaningful actions or behaviour, it is 

important to understand how those responses are delineated by an individual to 

understand his actions. This can also be seen as the “defining process” (p. 16) of the 

actions.  

 

Methodological Orientation 

 Blumer argues that the methodological stance of symbolic interactionism is to 

directly examine the empirical social world. In other words, in studying the social world, 

the study must be set up in such a way as to examine the actual world and not by 

working with a hypothetical or simulated world. It entails a direct, detailed and 

extensive probing of the actual world, in order to understand it. Such an orientation 

rejects the scientific inquiry approach in constructing a research study. According to 

Blumer, the value and validity of the study are determined in that examination and not 

subjected to a methodology that is irrelevant to the subject under examination.   

 

 Blumer’s work on symbolic interactionism and his root images served as a guide 

in the conceptualisation of the research methods for the present study. The interpretivist 

paradigm and the use of symbolic interactionism as a theoretical position within the 

paradigm have guided much qualitative research in the area of educational research 

(Vrasidas, 2001; Smit & Fritz, 2008; Burton, Carper & Wilburn, 2011).   

 

Research Questions and Its Guiding Questions 

 The study’s research questions constituted the link between the interpretivist 

paradigm and the qualitative methods of data collection and grounded theory methods 

of data analysis. The research questions were articulated as follows: 
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The First Research Question 

What was the historical background to the teaching of history in Singaporean secondary 

schools from 1953 until 1996?  

 

 The first research question of the study was aimed at developing an 

understanding of the historical background to the teaching of secondary school history 

in Singapore. The data were generated from both primary and secondary sources that 

included a range of public records and documents such as official government 

documents and statistical data, archive records, curriculum schemes of work and 

syllabus documents.  

 

 An interpretivist approach that was exploratory in nature was adopted to analyse 

the documents and data. The First Research Question was broken down into the 

following guiding questions: 

 

Guiding Questions 

• What influences generated the creation of history curriculum frameworks 

implemented in Singapore from 1953 to 1996? (Particularly in relation to 

objectives, content, pedagogy, and assessment)? 

• What changes were perceived by the Education Department (later Ministry 

of Education) between the different history curricula implemented in 

Singapore from 1953 to 1996? (Particularly in relation to objectives, content, 

pedagogy, and assessment)? 

• What rationales informed the different history curricula implemented in 

Singapore from 1953 to 1996? (Particularly in relation to objectives, content, 

pedagogy, and assessment)? 

• What advantages were perceived by the Education Department (later 

Ministry of Education) in the different history curricula implemented in 

Singapore from 1953 to 1996? (Particularly in relation to objectives, content, 

pedagogy, and assessment)? 

• What impacts were perceived by the Education Department (later Ministry 

of Education) between the different history curricula implemented in 

Singapore from 1953 to 1996? (Particularly in relation to objectives, content, 

pedagogy, and assessment)? 
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 These questions functioned as useful guides for generating data relevant to the 

research focus, and were not intended to be specific questions to be answered per se. 

 

The Second Research Question 

What recent developments have occurred since 1997 in relation to the teaching of 

history in Singaporean secondary schools? 

 

 The second research question of the study was aimed at developing an 

understanding of the current secondary school history curriculum in relation to the 

teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools. Again, the interpretivist paradigm 

was applied to examine and interpret sources such as official government documents. 

Furthermore, important government press releases related to these educational changes 

were investigated to generate a better understanding of such reforms. Data were 

gathered according to the same method outlined for the previous research question.  

 

 In keeping with the first research question, this aspect of the study was also 

exploratory. The following sub-questions helped to guide the investigation relating to 

this second research question: 

 

 Guiding Questions 

• What influences generated the creation of the recent history curriculum 

framework in Singapore? (Particularly in relation to objectives, content, 

pedagogy, and assessment)? 

• What changes were perceived by the Ministry of Education between the 

former approach to the history curriculum and the new one? (Particularly in 

relation to objectives, content, pedagogy, and assessment)? 

• What rationales were perceived by the Ministry of Education between the 

former history curriculum and the new one? (Particularly in relation to 

objectives, content, pedagogy, and assessment)? 

• What were the advantages perceived by the Ministry of Education between 

the former history curriculum and the new one? (Particularly in relation to 

objectives, content, pedagogy, and assessment)? 
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• What impacts were perceived by the Ministry of Education between the 

former history curriculum and the new one? (Particularly in relation to 

objectives, content, pedagogy, and assessment)? 

 

 As with the first research question, these guiding questions functioned as useful 

guides for generating data relevant to the research focus, and were not intended to be 

specific questions to be answered per se. 

 

The Third Research Question  

What issues are currently of concern to secondary school history teachers regarding the 

teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools? 

 

 The third research question of this study was aimed at developing an 

understanding of the issues and concerns perceived by secondary school teachers who 

are teaching history in Singapore. In this study, “concerns” were taken to mean matters 

that affect the research participants in their day-to-day work in their school. Concerns 

also relate to matters that deserve their attention and time. As with the previous research 

questions, this investigation was informed by the interpretivist paradigm.  

 

 To generate data for this research question, a series of semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with secondary school teachers who are currently teaching history. 

Some interview questions were pre-planned to commence the interview, but more 

follow-up questions emerged during the interviews. These “situational” (Punch, 2009, 

pp. 145–146) questions allowed the researcher to probe further and collect richer data in 

the process.  

 

 Similar to the first and second research questions, this aspect of the study was 

also exploratory. The following sub-questions helped to guide the investigation relating 

to the third research question: 

  

 Guiding Questions 

• What do the teachers who are teaching history in Singaporean secondary 

schools intend to achieve through the current history curriculum? And why? 
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• What are the strategies teachers adopt to implement the current history 

curriculum in Singaporean secondary schools? And why? 

• What is the significance teachers attach to the teaching of history in 

Singaporean secondary schools? And why? 

• What do teachers expect to be the outcomes of implementing the current 

history curriculum in Singaporean secondary schools? And why? 

 

 These guiding questions functioned as useful guides for generating data relevant 

to the research focus, and were not intended to be specific questions to be answered per 

se. 

 

Method–Strategy and Design 

 The first and second research aims required the interpretation of the historical 

background and current developments in the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools. As such, key government documents and archival records produced 

by the MOE (Education Department before 1955) were analysed. However, the data 

collection for the third research question aim was based solely on interviews conducted 

with teachers who are teaching history.  

 

 Qualitative methods of data collection and grounded theory methods of data 

analysis were employed in this study. To address the first two research questions, all 

relevant documents such as government official documents, press releases, statistical 

data, archival records produced by the MOE, curriculum schemes of work and syllabus 

documents were analysed to understand the changes in official positions and 

orientations in relation to the history curriculum over time. The third research question 

was addressed by means of data gathered according to semi-structured interviews with 

the teachers.  

 

Sampling Strategy 

 The study reported here adopted Miles and Huberman’s (1994) Maximum 

Variation type of sampling strategy. This strategy aimed to obtain diverse variations in 

the interview participants to elicit rich data from them. Teachers from different 

backgrounds (educational qualifications, work experience, seniority) were interviewed 

to get a better picture of the challenges they faced in teaching history at the secondary 
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school level. Even though this approach aimed to obtain diversity among the interview 

participants, this does not mean that the results can be used to generalise all teachers 

teaching history at that level. The following table shows the sample distribution for the 

interviews.  

 

 Eleven teachers from various Government or Government-aided schools formed 

the purposive sample for this study. Teachers from different backgrounds (age, gender, 

educational qualifications, work experience, seniority) were interviewed to get a better 

picture of the challenges they faced in teaching history at the secondary school level in 

Singapore. All the participants in this study possess at least a bachelor degree majoring 

in history from a local or foreign university. They also underwent a one-year 

preparatory course in history curriculum and pedagogy. Upon graduation, they were 

awarded a Diploma in Education that allowed them to teach in the schools, where the 

subject is taught in English. Table 1 below displays the profile of the participants in this 

study: 

 

Table 1: Research Participants’ Profiles 

ID Reference 
Code: 
Teacher 

Age Years of 
Teaching 

Experience 
 

Qualifications Position 
Held in 
School 

01 AMSL 52 28 1) Bachelor of Arts (History)  
2) Master of Education 

 

Subject 
Head 

02 BHY 41 18 1) Bachelor of Arts (History) 
2) Diploma in Education 

 

Head of 
Department 

03 CMF 40 15 1) Bachelor of Arts (History, 
Honours degree) 

2) Diploma in Education 
 

Senior 
Teacher 

04 DKR 46 22 1) Bachelor of Arts (History) 
2) Diploma in Education 

 

Teacher 

05 EPR 53 25 1) Master of Arts (History) 
2) Diploma in Education 

 

Lead 
Teacher 

06 FFM 36 11 1) Bachelor of Arts (History, 
Merit degree) 

2) Diploma in Education 

Senior 
Teacher 

 



	
	

	
	
	

44	
	

07 GKS 40 8 1) Bachelor of Arts (History, 
Honours degree) 

2) Diploma in Education 
  

Teacher 

08 HYT 52 27 1) Bachelor of Arts (History) 
2) Master of Education 

 

Lead 
Teacher 

09 ISA 42 15 1) Bachelor of Arts (History) 
2) Diploma in Education 

 

Senior 
Teacher 

10 JCS 45 15 1) Master of Arts (History) 
2) Diploma in Education 

Senior 
Teacher 
 

11 KES 33 10 1) Bachelor of Arts (History) 
2) Diploma in Education 

Head of 
Department 
 

 

 A letter was sent to the MOE to seek permission to conduct the interviews with 

the teachers. Once the Ministry granted approval, letters outlining the purpose of this 

research study and the type of teachers required for the interviews were sent out to 

schools to recruit research participants. The selected teachers must have been teaching 

the subject for the last three years.   

 

Methods of Data Collection (Instruments and Procedures) 

 The first and second research aims required the interpretation of the historical 

background and current developments in the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools. As such, key government documents and archival records produced 

by the MOE were analysed. However, the data collection for the third research question 

was based solely on the interviews conducted with teachers who have been teaching 

history.  

 

Document Study  

 Documents are an important source of information that can help a researcher 

develop deeper insights into the research area. The present study focused on public 

records such as official government documents and press releases, statistical reports, 

archived records, curriculum schemes of work and syllabus documents.  

 

 Selected archived documents produced by the MOE from 1953 to 1973 (primary 

documents after 1973 could not be found), which were held at the NAS, were analysed 

to gain an insight into the evolution of the history curriculum. These materials were first 
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located within the Archives using their online search portal–Archives Online. After 

which, they were retrieved from the Archives (based on the microfilm and file reference 

numbers) and examined to develop an understanding of the development of the history 

curriculum over the decades. However, there has since been a change in the MOE’s 

policy on public access to all of its archived materials held at the NAS. Since the change 

in policy, most of the records are no longer available for public viewing, and permission 

to view these documents had to be sought from the MOE (through the NAS) before the 

NAS can release the redacted digitised version of these documents to the applicant.        

 

Study Participants and Interviews 

 In order to address the third research question, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with 11 teachers from various Singaporean Government or Government-

aided secondary schools. One history teacher from each school was invited to 

participate in this study. Therefore, a total of 11 teachers from 11 schools were 

involved. Their perspectives concerning the teaching of history provided significant 

data for analysis. MOE maintains a strict procedural regime for research studies that are 

conducted in schools. Approvals had to be obtained at three different levels, namely the 

ministry level, the school level, and the participant’s level before the study could be 

conducted. Approval given by the MOE to conduct research in schools does not 

automatically grant access to research participants in those schools, as the school 

principals have the right not to allow their teachers to participate in the research. The 

following steps were taken to gain expedited access to schools in order to interview the 

teachers: 

1. Approval was sought from the MOE to obtain permission to conduct this 

study in Singaporean secondary schools. A copy of the research proposal 

and the ethics approval letter from The University of Western Australia 

were submitted as part of the application requirements.  

2. After approval from the MOE was granted, emails were sent out to each 

prospective interviewee to solicit an informal agreement to participate in the 

interview before a formal request was made through their Principal. An 

information letter, which outlined what the study entailed, was sent to the 

prospective participants so that they could make an informed decision 

whether to participate or not. 
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3. Emails were then sent out to the principals of those teachers, who had earlier 

agreed to participate in the study, to seek permission to conduct the 

interviews with the teachers. A copy of the research proposal and the ethics 

approval letter from The University of Western Australia and the approval 

letter from the MOE were submitted for the principals’ consideration. They 

were also informed that a prospective participant from their school had 

agreed to participate in this study. The informal agreement given by the 

teachers to participate in this study helped to expedite the process of gaining 

formal access to them, as the principals were assured of the participant’s 

cooperation. This also helped to ensure that all participants agreed to 

participate in this study on their own accord, and not because they were 

“assigned” to participate by their principals.  

4. Interviews with the teachers were only arranged after the principals had 

given their approval to conduct the interviews.   

 

 Individual interviews were conducted and data analysed for areas to be explored 

or probed further before the next one took place. Each research participant was 

interviewed initially on the basis of the four guiding questions.  The interviews were 

audio taped and transcribed, after which the transcriptions were provided to the 

participants to ensure that the data transcribed had not been misconstrued. Any 

clarifications regarding the data were conducted via email correspondences with the 

research participant, as it was difficult to organise another round of interviews because 

of time constraints. The data were only analysed after the participant confirmed the 

transcript’s accuracy. After which, the next interview with a different research 

participant took place. 

 

 As the study participants were current teachers, the interviews were conducted at 

their school after school hours. With the help of the teacher, a meeting room was used to 

undertake the interview so that the recording was clear. They were also given a choice 

to attend the interview at a location of their convenience. However, all of the 

participants preferred that the interview be conducted at their school.    
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Data Analysis 

 The approach taken to process the documents was by analysing their content 

such that a broad chronological account of the development of the history curriculum 

could be constructed. As only selected documents were chosen to be analysed, the 

findings represented a particular perspective on the development of the history 

curriculum in Singapore. The method of analytical coding was selected to analyse the 

documents to identify key developments occurring in the history curriculum. According 

to Richards (2015), the method of analytical coding involves careful interrogation of the 

data to understand and reflect on the meanings in context. This process enabled 

conceptual categories to be generated and helped the researcher to understand the 

historical background and development of the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools. Particular attention was placed on specific “elements” of history 

education. These were: the objectives for teaching history (Boyd, 1950; Edmondson, 

1995); the content of history as a subject (Partington, 1980); the pedagogical approach 

in teaching history (Himmelfarb, 1989); and the assessment of history (Rothstein, 2004). 

Reforms in these areas were described and analysed in terms of influences, changes, 

rationales, advantages, and impact. 

 

Coding of Interview Data 

 The quality of the research hinges in large part on the excellence of the coding 

(Strauss, 1987). In line with the grounded theory modes of data analysis, this process 

involved meticulous analytic attention by applying specific types of codes to data 

through a series of cumulative coding cycles that ultimately led to the development of a 

theory (Saldaña, 2009).  

 

 The first stage of the coding cycle involved the use of In Vivo and Open Coding 

methods to split the data into individually coded segments (Saldaña, 2009). The second 

stage of coding involved the use of Axial Coding to re-label the Open Codes into 

conceptual categories. Using these two stages of coding, key concepts emerged from the 

data and provided a good understanding of the substantial concerns of teachers who are 

teaching history at the secondary school level.   

 

 In keeping with the grounded theory modes of analysis, the constant 

comparative method of data analysis was used in this study. This method involved 
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simply inspecting and comparing all the data fragments as they arose in a single case 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). According to Silverman (2005), the use of constant 

comparative method involves a repeated to and fro between different parts of the data. 

As such, something much larger might be discovered. Thus, all parts of the data, must at 

some point, be inspected and analysed.  At the same time, data gathering and analysis 

can be undertaken simultaneously (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Charmaz, 2014). The coded 

data were further analysed using Znaniecki’s method of analytic induction (Znaniecki, 

1934). As mentioned earlier, this mode of analysis entails abstracting from the 

interviews characteristics that are essential to it, and generating themes that are 

generalisable to the research participants. Table 2 below shows an example of how the 

first theme (Sense of Powerlessness) was generated from the conceptual categories 

through the stages of coding described earlier. 

 

Table 2: Stages of Coding (Theme 1: Sense of Powerlessness)  

Samples of Quotes  In Vivo & 
Open-coding 

Axial 
coding/Conceptual 
Category 

“We are preparing them to sit for the exams, so 
very often we have to go through a lot of past 
years exams questions.” (07GKS.4_946) 
 
“It’s spent on gearing, preparing students, 
drilling their skills for exams.” 
(07GKS.11_953) 
 
“So, we have to teach them how to learn, how 
to remember, how to answer questions. So, 
these are the skills to match the assessment. 
So, we can’t really move or deviate from that.” 
(03CMF.127_565) 
 
“And I think we all understand that assessment 
drives the way we teach.” (10JCS.7_1189)  
 
“The teachers have no room to maneuver. So, I 
want to teach them to think but I need them to 
think this way because this is how the exam 
questions are going to be answered.” 
(09ISA.38_1141)   
 
“You are accountable to the students’ 
performance and there are pressures to 
perform.” (09ISA.42_1145) 
 

Assessment-
bound 
 
Unable to beat 
assessment 
system 
 
Preparing 
students for 
exams 
 
Exam-oriented 
 
Under pressure 
to perform 

Systemic influence 
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“I feel that most of the time we have to get our 
teaching right to answer the exam questions. 
To me, that is something that I always struggle 
with. I don’t have time to dwell on the story 
part because of the time constraint.” 
(07GKS.8_950) 
 
“Then I discovered it was actually very hard 
because if you do inquiry, you discover that 
you cannot catch up with the rest of the 
syllabus. It takes more periods [of lessons] to 
deliver.” (09ISA.13_1116) 
 
“The only problem is time constraint. The time 
taken to teach this subject, to gear the students 
for ‘O’ level is very limited.” 
(03CMF.148_586)  
 

Time 
constraints 
 
Teachers have 
many duties 
 
Teachers can’t 
afford time 

Limited time   

“Reality is that there’s a lot of drill and 
practice. Drill and practice.” (07GKS.39_981) 
 
“That’s the ideal that we want. But we have to 
face the reality that there is an exam coming 
soon.” (10JCS.16_1198) 
 
“Even if you try to be different, I don’t think 
it’s going to make much of a difference 
because at the end of the day, you are still 
controlled by the system.” (07GKS.46_988) 
 

Reality and 
idealistic goals 
are separate 
 
Resigned to fate 
 
Sounded 
helpless 

Painful reality 

“But some teachers, especially the younger 
ones, lack the competency. They are not 
exposed enough to the content and so they do 
not feel comfortable enough handling it. They 
are also lacking in content knowledge and are 
not able to hold sustained discussions on 
certain historical issues.” (01AMSL.4_4) 
 
“The demands made on them as a form 
teacher, as a subject teacher of more than one 
subject. So, I think the teachers are struggling 
with that.” (05EPR.91_807) 
 

Lack of 
experience 
 
Teachers 
struggling with 
opposing 
demands 

Teachers under 
siege 

 

Trustworthiness of Study 

 In order to ensure the quality of data in a qualitative inquiry, the problem of 

anecdotalism (Silverman, 2005) had to be avoided. Silverman describes this as a 

“special temptation” (p. 211) that qualitative researchers, with their in-depth access to 

single cases, must overcome. According to him, researchers must convince themselves 
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and their audience that their findings are genuinely based on critical investigation of all 

their data and are not dependent on a few well-chosen examples. Bryman (1988) also 

alluded to this problem as he cautioned against the anecdotal use of data in qualitative 

research to construct explanations or to reach conclusions.  

 

 To ensure this does not happen, the study had to represent the truthful portrayal 

of the concerns of the study participants in the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools. To this end, the researcher undertook the following strategies to 

ensure the integrity of the present study: 

• Avoiding a conflict of interest. To avoid a conflict of interest and bias, 

none of the researcher’s current colleagues participated in this study. By 

ensuring that all the research participants were not personally connected to 

the researcher, the participants felt more at ease to speak freely without the 

fear of being judged for their opinions. This also helped to prevent the 

possibility of the research participants feeling the pressure to give answers 

that they thought the researcher might want. 

• Member checking (Creswell, 2013). In order to improve the accuracy and 

credibility of this study, member checking was conducted during, and after, 

an interview, to ensure that the participants’ opinions and intentions were 

not mispresented. During the interview, the researcher would summarise 

and rephrase what the participants had said, so that the participants had the 

opportunity to confirm or clarify the statements that they had made. After 

the interview, the entire transcript was sent via email to the participants to 

confirm its accuracy, and they were allowed to amend their responses 

accordingly. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

 This study adhered to the Human Research Ethics (HRE) procedures enforced 

by The University of Western Australia. These procedures conform to the National 

Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) guidelines. Consent was obtained 

from all participants in writing. Each participant also received a letter outlining the 

purpose of the research and a written consent form was obtained before the interviews 

commenced. The researcher and the participant each kept a copy of the consent form. 
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 All information provided by the participants was used solely for the proposed 

research and was not shared without the prior consent of the interviewees. Pseudonyms 

were used for the names of participants and their schools. Interview transcripts were 

also shared with all participants to ensure that misinterpretations had not occurred.  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has discussed the methods that were employed in the reported 

study. The interpretive paradigm that undergirded the study and the reasons for a 

qualitative approach were discussed at the beginning of this chapter. This was followed 

by a discussion of the research questions and its guiding questions. An explanation was 

provided for the selection of research documents and research participants. Further, the 

chapter outlined the procedures and techniques for data collection and data analysis. 

Finally, a discussion of issues pertinent to the trustworthiness of the data and the ethics 

of conducting the research was presented. In the next chapter, the background to the 

Singaporean education landscape will be presented to provide a more contextualised 

understanding of the general Singaporean education system before discussion of the 

development of the history curriculum is examined in Chapters 5 and 6.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

BACKGROUND TO THE SINGAPOREAN EDUCATION LANDSCAPE 

 

Introduction 

 Chapter Two presented reviews of the definitional literature, contextual 

literature and empirical literature pertaining to the secondary school history curriculum 

that are not limited to the Singaporean context. By reviewing the broader literature 

relevant to this research, the present study can be located within the field. Therefore, the 

literature review in Chapter Two provided a framework in which this study could be 

better understood and appreciated. This chapter builds on the previous one by further 

locating the study reported here within the Singaporean education context.  

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the Singaporean 

education landscape more specifically by describing the development of its education 

system from the colonial period in the early 1800s to 1965, the year in which Singapore 

became an independent country. The chapter, however, does not discuss history 

education in Singapore per se, which is dealt with in subsequent chapters. Rather, this 

chapter sets the specific background against which the research findings presented in the 

subsequent chapters can be interpreted in a more contextualised and persuasive manner. 

To this end, this chapter is divided into three main sections. The first section discusses 

the historical context of Singapore before the arrival of the British in 1819. The second 

section discusses the Singaporean education system from 1819 to 1900. The third 

section covers the period from 1901 to 1965.       

 

Historical Context 

 According to Turnbull (2010), Singapore, which was earlier known as Temasek, 

had a relatively short and obscure history that saw its prosperity in the region come to a 

sudden end at the close of the 14th century. She came under the attack from larger 

neighbouring empires and her leaders subsequently fled to found a more successful 

trading settlement in Melaka. Almost forgotten and ignored, except by the pirates in the 

region and some of its inhabitants who relied mainly on fishing for survival, Singapore 

did not play a significant role in the world until the arrival of the British in the 19th 

century.  
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 Before the arrival of the British, Singapore was governed as part of the Riau-

Johor sultanate under the influence of the Dutch. However, a succession dispute 

between the older brother Hussein and his brother, Abdul Rahman, allowed Sir 

Stamford Raffles, who was an employee of the English East India Company (EEIC), to 

seize the opportunity to establish a trading station in Singapore. The older brother, 

Hussein, was supposedly deprived of his rightful position when his younger brother was 

declared the Sultan with the support of the Bugis factions and the Dutch when their 

father died. Hussein was away at his own wedding when that happened. When made 

aware of the dispute, Raffles promptly sent for Hussein and recognised him as the 

rightful Sultan so as to sign an agreement with him to establish a new British trading 

station in Singapore. The new Sultan was to be paid 9,000 dollars every year and the 

Temenggong, 5,000 (Turnbull, 2010).  

 

 Although the early history of Singapore can be traced back to the 14th century, 

based on archaeological findings in this small city-state, its education system did not 

share such an early beginning. Some academics have estimated that the population of 

Singapore at the time of arrival of Stamford Raffles in 1819 was about 120 to 150, most 

of whom were purported to be Malays and the rest Chinese (Doraisamy, Gwee, Doray, 

Waldhauser & Admad, 1969; Saw, 1969). Turnbull (2010) put that figure at around a 

thousand. A local Malay chief, Temenggong Abdur Rahman, with 20–30 of his 

attendants, governed the island and its inhabitants. These inhabitants relied mainly on 

collecting jungle produce, fishing, small-scale trading and piracy for a living. 

Singapore’s small and scattered population lived either on the island or just offshore 

(Chew, 1991).  

 

 To date, no concrete evidence has been discovered that could suggest that an 

education system existed prior to the arrival of the British. Old records of Singapore are 

extremely rare and those that are available are often incomplete due to poor 

documentation, or presented in the form of folklores or legends (Lim, 1991; Turnbull, 

2010). Miksic (1998), having compared three 14th century excavation sites in Singapore, 

argued that Singapore was similar to the growing commercial cities of Europe in the late 

Middle Ages and early Renaissance; its characteristics being determined by a range of 

economic conditions. Attention is now turned to discussing the Singaporean education 

system after the arrival of the British in 1819.    
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The Singaporean Education System, 1819–1900 

 The population of Singapore only started to grow at a rapid pace after the 

establishment of a British trading settlement on the island (Raffles, 1835). Given the 

small population size of Singapore and the nature of its economic activities before the 

arrival of the British, it is unlikely that an education system, except for a few Koran 

classes and Chinese writing schools, existed (Chelliah, 1947).  

 

 The education landscape in Singapore really emerged, albeit in a small way, 

with the arrival of Sir Stamford Raffles of the EEIC. Eager to break the monopoly of the 

Dutch in the region, Raffles saw to the establishment of a trading settlement in 

Singapore when he signed a treaty with the Sultan. As the settlement continued to grow, 

even in his long absence, Raffles envisaged that it could attract people from all over the 

world. Raffles wrote to his friend and revered Orientalist, William Marsden, in 1820 

and spoke about his plan for a college in Singapore. He estimated that the character of 

the people here was very different from those on the continent of India and it was this 

advantage that could promote the success of such an undertaking. It is likely that his 

positive regard for the people of the island contributed to the establishment of an 

English-medium school in 1823–a school that would eventually be named after him 

(Raffles, 1835). The school he started was renamed Singapore Institution in 1856 and as 

Raffles Institution in 1868 (Doraisamy et al., 1969).  

 

 That said, Singapore’s early education system had more of its roots in the works 

of the missionaries than the government itself. Singapore’s proximity to China was a 

boon to Christian missions that set their sight on the huge population in the Middle 

Kingdom. Many of the missions came to Singapore to prepare themselves for their work 

in China. In this connection, Doraisamy et al. (1969) conducted an excellent study on 

the educational works of the Christian Missionaries in Singapore and it is worth 

discussing here the work of three of these missionaries in the early 1800s.  

 

London Missionary Society      

 Reverend Samuel Milton was the first from the London Missionary Society 

(LMS) to be sent out to Singapore in 1819. He was proficient in the languages of the 

region and focused his efforts on presenting Christian books and pamphlets in Chinese. 

The need for native speakers increased over time and more missionaries joined the LMS 
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station in Singapore to support its educational activities. New schools were opened, and 

one of the more notable ones was Saint Margaret’s School. It was a Chinese Girls’ Day 

School and included a girls’ boarding school. This school was the last remaining school 

that was not closed when LMS left for China in 1847.  

 

Roman Catholic Mission 

 A piece of land along Bras Basah Road was set aside for the Catholics to use as 

a place of worship. The Catholic community built a small chapel and it was 

subsequently used to house the first Catholic Boys’ School in 1852. The French 

Government contributed to its maintenance through a yearly grant of 1,000 francs. A 

cornerstone of the school–Saint Joseph’s School, was laid in 1855 and the building of 

the school was completed at the end of 1866. The Catholic Mission did not leave 

Singapore even after China opened its doors to outsiders. Saint Joseph’s School was 

renamed Saint Joseph’s Institution in 1855, and it still functions today as one of the top 

boys’ schools in Singapore.  

 

American Board of Commissioners of Foreign Missions 

 Singapore was established as a base in the Far East where missionaries who 

were bound for fieldwork in China were first gathered to receive instructions in Chinese 

language and customs. There were ambitious plans to use Singapore as a base to train 

missionaries, who would then be ready to bring their religious messages to China. 

Requests were made to the British for the granting of land to conduct religious activities 

and education. However, these were rejected by the British government and their plans 

came to a halt. The Board eventually moved its mission to China when it opened up in 

1842.  

 

Challenges and Opportunities for Education Development 

 Many challenges confronted the establishment and development of a sound 

education system in Singapore in the 1800s, and the education landscape left much to be 

desired. The educational activities of the Christian missions were in part encouraged 

and supported by the British Government, which felt that education agencies, whether 

religious or not, could take responsibility in providing basic education for the young 

with some government support. However, such support came with the conditions that 
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the schools be inspected and directed by a government department (Doraisamy et al., 

1969).   

 

 Educational activities in Singapore continued in a fashion that could be most 

appropriately described as “sporadic” for the better part of the first half of the 19th 

century. Even educational changes in India after 1853, because of a conferred East India 

Charter (EIC), did not benefit Singapore that greatly. The EIC preference for the local 

children to be schooled in their own vernacular language, rather than acquiring the 

English language, continued to stall the growth of an English education in Singapore 

(Turnbull, 2010).     

 

 However, several major events related to commerce in the latter part of the 

1800s brought about some changes to the political and economic landscape of 

Singapore, and these, in turn, helped to hasten reforms in education. In 1867, control of 

Singapore (as part of the Straits Settlements) was transferred from the India Office to 

the Colonial Office in London after many years of discontent amongst the European 

mercantile community against Indian rule (Turnbull, 1958). This transference of power 

and control to London meant that local issues could now be raised at the London Office 

directly, instead of getting them heard in India, which hitherto had been met with much 

neglect. It was also then that the British started to pay closer attention to education 

(Gaudart, 1987).  

 

 Another significant event that improved much of Singapore’s commercial and 

strategic importance was the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 (Bogaars, 1969). With 

its opening, and the greater use of steamships over sail ships, the Suez Canal gave 

merchants the option of bypassing the Cape of Good Hope at the southern tip of Cape 

Peninsular and to use the Straits of Malacca instead. This made the Straits of Malacca a 

crucial link for sea commerce between the Indian and Pacific Ocean (Chia, 1998). As a 

result, Singapore’s trade saw rapid growth from $55.5 million in 1863 to $232.5 million 

in 1893 (Wong, 1991). Her growth as a commercial hub in the region also attracted 

more immigrants to the tiny island in search of jobs and a better life. However, 

Singapore’s provision of education had not been able to match its economic progress. In 

the same year as the opening of the Canal, the Isemonger Committee reported that the 

grants allocated to education were insufficient and there was a lack of coordination in 
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the system (Doraisamy et al., 1969). These were just two of the many problems and 

issues confronting the establishment of a sound education system in Singapore at this 

time.  

 

 Despite the increasing commercial success of Singapore as a trading centre for 

the region, control over the quality of schools and educational materials still left much 

to be desired. Singapore did not even have a Department of Education until 1872, when 

A. M. Skinner was appointed as the first Inspector of Schools and took charge of 

educational affairs for the next 30 years (Doraisamy et al., 1969, p. 26). Throughout the 

1870s, education in Singapore was left predominantly in the hands of the missionaries 

as the government sought to save money spent on education. The quality of educational 

efforts only appeared to have changed for the better from the 1880s onwards. In 

particular, it was proposed in 1884 that the Raffles Institution be elevated to the position 

of a high school to provide secondary education, which so far, had been lacking in the 

colony.  

 

 No government schools had been established at that juncture, except for the 

English and vernacular schools set up by missionary bodies or private individuals or 

organisations (Doraisamy et al., 1969, p. 36). Kindergartens (Primary I and Primary II) 

were introduced in Singapore in 1900, which preceded Standard I in the school 

organisation. Standards VIII and IX were added to the structure after World War I. Up 

till 1953, the English schools were divided into three levels: 

1. The Primary school comprising two primary classes and Standard 1. 

2. The Elementary school comprising Standards II–V. 

3. The Secondary school comprising Standards VI–IX.   

 

 The structure of the school system was such that the students would complete 

eleven years of education with the passing of the Cambridge School Certificate 

Examinations (Doraisamy et al., 1969, p. 37). Also, in 1884, the Queen’s Scholarships 

or Higher Scholarships, as they were originally known, were established by Sir Cecil 

Clementi Smith, Governor of the Straits Settlements, in honour of Queen Victoria. The 

availability of these scholarships allowed some of the most able boys in the Straits 

Settlements to receive advanced studies in the United Kingdom. Many, including 
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scholars such as Lim Boon Keng and Song Ong Siang, returned to serve with distinction 

(Wu & Ng, 1948; Turnbull, 2010).  

 

 Further, crucial changes to education eventuated in 1893 as a result of the 

formation of a Select Committee under the chairmanship of E. E. Isemonger. Reforms 

were made to the grant-in-aid system to improve the quality of education in English-

medium schools. However, no clear policy existed then towards Chinese education in 

the Malay Peninsula, even though some financial assistance was given to Chinese 

schools run by Christian missionaries (Doraisamy et al., 1969, p. 26). In 1899, an 

Education Code was issued to emphasise greater efficiency in education, especially 

English education. Schools were classified into three grades and grants were given 

according to how efficiently they were run, and the grade in which they were placed. 

Critical reforms to the Singaporean education system occurred at the turn of the century 

and the next section now discusses the Singaporean education system from 1901 to 

1965. 

        

The Singaporean Education System, 1901–1965 

 The turn of the century witnessed some major reforms to the education 

landscape. For example, further changes were made to the Education Code in 1902 and 

the new Code became the foundation for official education policy for the next 20 years. 

It was also then that the government provided English-medium primary school 

education for the first time (Turnbull, 2010). In 1909, the Education Board was 

established and the direct teaching of English was emphasised. However, political 

turmoil in China started to have repercussions in Singapore as anti-Qing Dynasty 

revolutionaries turned to overseas Chinese for support. Their political activities were 

then deemed to be a threat to the British. In 1919, the Lemon Committee was set up to 

inquire into the financial position of the aided schools and one outcome of the inquiry 

was the passing of the Schools Registration Ordinance in 1920. The Ordinance was 

revised and amended several times over the years. It gave the government power to 

supervise all schools and control over the establishment of new ones. This was in 

anticipation of the growing challenges posed by the revolutionaries as they sought 

overseas Chinese support (Doraisamy et al., 1969, pp. 26–27). 
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 In the decades prior to World War II, Singapore experienced increasing political 

activities amongst the Chinese populace, which were predominantly led by certain 

revolutionary movements such as the Malayan KMT. These activities consumed much 

attention by the British, which they saw as a problem with the Chinese, and the 

relationship between the British authorities and the Chinese community became strained 

(Yong & McKenna, 1990). The Japanese brought such an acrimonious relationship to a 

temporary halt with the invasion of Malaya and subsequently, Singapore in late 1941. 

Now, both protagonists had a powerful common enemy to fight, which they eventually 

lost with the surrender of Singapore on 15 February 1942.  

 

 Education in Singapore took a drastic turn for the worse under the Japanese 

Occupation from 1942 to 1945. The conflict destroyed many school buildings and 

others were occupied by the Japanese military for administrative purposes. There was 

an acute shortage of European teachers as the Japanese military arrested them. Some 

local teachers were also interned on the suspicion of being anti-Japanese. There was no 

secondary education except for some night classes. It was estimated no more than 6000–

7000 students were enrolled in all the remaining schools (Doraisamy et al., 1969). The 

Japanese were eager to spread their language amongst the people as a way to create 

loyalty to the regime. Teachers were instructed to attend language classes several times 

a week and the pupils had daily lessons on the schools’ broadcasting system. However, 

a lack of competent teachers in the language and of suitable curriculum materials only 

resulted in the failure to create a common educational experience for the pupils (Thio, 

1991; Turnbull, 2010). The Occupation ended with the defeat of the Japanese in 1945 

and the British returned to resume control over Singapore.   

 

 Upon the British return, the British Military Administration took charge of civil 

affairs from September 1945 to March 1946. However, this did not lead to an immediate 

improvement in the lives of the people, as corruption was rife. While the financial 

integrity of its junior officials was often called into question, the Administration did try 

to open as many schools as it could in the seven months it was in control. By the end of 

their administration in March 1946, 62,000 children were back in school (Turnbull, 

2010). That was nearly a ten-fold increment in comparison to the figure during the 

Japanese Occupation. 
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 When Singapore became a separate Crown Colony following the dissolution of 

the Straits Settlements on the 1 April, 1946, she gained her own governor and a director 

of education. A 10-Year Plan for education was mooted in 1947 that emphasised the 

creation of equal opportunity for both boys and girls of all races, and the development 

of secondary, vocational and higher education that would serve the needs of the country. 

Parents were also allowed to admit their children into English primary schools, and all 

schools were forbidden to be based along racial lines. The hidden purpose of this was to 

direct children away from Chinese medium schools into schools over which the 

government could have greater control. The implementation of this education plan was 

perceived to be a threat to the survival of the Chinese schools even as they pressed for 

more grants-in-aid, arguing that other vernacular schools were receiving more than they 

did (Doraisamy et al., 1969). 

 

 More challenges to the development of a common system of education occurred 

in the late 1940s and throughout the 1950s, as schools remained largely fragmented 

along racial lines, partly fuelled by the antagonism between the British government and 

the Chinese schools. This situation was further compounded by the emergence of the 

Communist movement from a position of strength after the Japanese Occupation of the 

Malayan States and Singapore in 1945. Their influence could be felt at various levels of 

society, and it raised enough security concerns for the authority to be wary of the links 

between the local Chinese population and communism (Tan, 2003). In June 1948, the 

British government declared the Malayan Emergency and fought the communists for the 

next 12 years.  

 

 Chinese student political agitation and strikes during the 1950s organised by 

unions prompted the appointment of the All-Party Committee on Chinese education in 

Singapore in 1955 (Singapore Legislative Assembly, 1956). The result was the 

implementation of the All-Party Report. Amongst the recommendations in the Report, 

one called for the equal treatment of the four language streams in Malay, Chinese, 

English and Tamil. Another recommended that parents should have the right to choose 

the medium of curricular instruction, and the inclusion of Chinese and Tamil schools 

into the whole system of government schools. In the same year, the Department of 

Education was converted into a ministry. These developments were evidence of the 

growing importance of education in Singapore. 
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 In 1960, the PSLE, previously known as the Secondary School Entrance 

Examination, was held for the first time in all four languages. In the following year, the 

Government Secondary IV Examination was introduced, which would eventually 

replace the Cambridge School Certificate Examination. Equal in status to the School 

Certificate Examination, students would sit for the examination at the end of a four-year 

course (Doraisamy et al, 1969, p. 61).  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has examined the development of Singapore’s education system 

from colonial times to 1965. Singapore’s education system had a slow start and 

developed over the 19th century and earlier part of the 20th century primarily due to 

external factors, rather than internal ones. The foundation of the early education system 

was first laid by the Christian missionaries, who had wanted to spread their religious 

messages in China, and chose Singapore as a base to prepare their missionaries for work 

in China. Whilst many schools were started, many also closed down when these 

missionaries withdrew from Singapore and headed for China when it opened up in 

1842. Only a handful of the missionary schools survived the years and continue to 

function as schools today. 

 

 Whilst the government was willing to allow the religious organisations to carry 

out their work in education to save money, politico-economic impetus replaced the 

religious influence in the latter part of the 1800s. The transfer of control of the Straits 

Settlements from the Indian Office to the Colonial Office in 1867 enabled the British to 

have direct intervention in the affairs of Singapore. And together with the opening of 

the Suez Canal in 1869, Singapore now commanded greater attention from the British as 

it became more strategically significant. Although Singapore’s early educational 

progress could not match its economic success, it was slowly moving out of its own 

shadow as it received greater attention from the government. Furthermore, increasing 

political activities amongst the Chinese in Singapore because of the Chinese Revolution 

in 1911, alarmed the British and prompted them to act quickly to intervene in areas 

where they did not have much control, such as education. These political activities acted 

as catalysts that hastened the development of a more centralised and systematic 

education system, which hitherto had been a largely disorganised affair.   
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 More regulations were drawn up to control education after the defeat of the 

Japanese in 1945 as the British began to contend with the communists operating in 

Malaya and Singapore. Acts and regulations pertaining to education were instigated 

over the years to control the schools and their activities. Subsequently, the types of 

books used in schools and their content came under scrutiny as well. It could be argued 

that the largely decentralised and disorganised education system under the British grew, 

over a long period of time, to become more systematic as a result of the external factors 

acting on it. Certainly, the British could not be credited with having any real intention of 

developing an education system for Singapore from the onset, but ironically, what 

emerged out of their hands under those pressing circumstances was indeed a system that 

even the post-independence government would find useful and readily build on to what 

it is today. In the next two chapters, the findings of the first and second research 

questions will be presented.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

HISTORY CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT, 1953–1996:  

THE BEGINNING STEPS 

 

Introduction 

 Chapter Four presented an overview of the Singaporean education landscape by 

describing the development of its education system from the colonial period in the 

1800s to the post-independence period in the early 1900s. It served as a preface to this 

chapter in which a more specific discussion of the development of the history 

curriculum, and hence its education in Singapore is undertaken. Bearing in mind the 

larger political and economic conditions at work, as described in Chapter Four, this 

chapter discusses, in particular, the development of the Singaporean secondary school 

history curriculum from 1953 to 1996. This chapter presents findings that address the 

first research question: What is the historical background to the teaching of history in 

Singaporean secondary schools from 1953 until 1996?  

 

 It should be recalled that 1953 marks an important milestone in the development 

of history curriculum development in Singapore, as the Department of Education 

established a Sub-Committee to conduct a review of the history curriculum in schools. 

This was the first major review of the history curriculum post-World War II. The period 

under discussion ends in 1996, a year before key education initiatives were introduced 

to improve the quality of education. These key education initiatives are considered in 

detail in Chapter Six, which covers the period from 1997 to the present, and addresses 

the second research question: What are the recent developments since 1997 that have 

taken place in relation to the teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools? 

 

 It is important to note that even though this study was undertaken to investigate 

the history curriculum in Singaporean secondary schools, the discussion of its 

development could hardly be divorced from the history curriculum located in the 

primary schools. According to Doraisamy et al. (1969), history as a subject, was taught 

at the Singapore Institution (present-day Raffles Institution) as early as 1856 at the 

elementary level. It continued to be taught and examined in the primary schools until 

1972, after which it was removed as an examinable subject at the PSLE. Before 1972, 

the history syllabi for the primary and secondary levels were developed alongside each 
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other. As such, it is appropriate that the primary history curriculum is examined 

alongside the secondary one in a study that focuses primarily on the secondary history 

curriculum.   

 

 This chapter is presented in four sections, with each section dedicated to the 

discussion of the history curriculum in each of the relevant decades. The first section 

discusses the development of the history curriculum from 1953 to 1964. The second 

section covers the period from 1965 to 1974. The third section continues from the 

previous one and discusses the development of the history curriculum in the period from 

1975 to 1984. The fourth section covers the period from 1985 to 1996.  

 

History Curriculum Development, 1953–1964 

 History curriculum development, as part of educational development more 

generally, had been hampered by a lack of concerted effort to address the history 

syllabus and its educational value throughout most of the 19th century. Coupled with the 

turbulent years during World War II and the Japanese Occupation from 1942 to 1945, 

the history syllabus and its broader curricular impact were not seriously reviewed until 

1953, when a Sub-Committee was set up in Singapore to review the subject. Therefore, 

the establishment of the Sub-Committee represented an important milestone in the 

development of the history curriculum in the country, and hence the work it undertook 

warrants some attention in this chapter. The following sections discuss the Report of the 

Sub-Committee for revision of the school history syllabus that was appointed by the 

Education Department of Singapore in 1953.   

 

History Syllabus Review at the Sub-Committee Level 

 In July 1953, the Department of Education in Singapore convened a Sub-

Committee, comprised of four other members, under the chairmanship of Professor C.N. 

Parkinson to revise the history syllabus. The four members were N.E. Norris from 

Raffles Girls’ School, Tan Keng Kang from Presbyterian Boys’ School, M.A. Shattock 

from the Teachers’ Training College and M.A. Mallal, as the Convenor and Secretary of 

the Sub-Committee. The Terms of Reference for the Sub-Committee were discussed in 

relation to the History Course as outlined in the Education Code, Part III of 1939. These 

terms were for the Sub-Committee to draw up a Syllabus in History for use in Primary 

English Schools, which would provide a detailed Scheme of Work up to Standard V, 
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and also indicate in outline Syllabus for Standards VI to IX, which could be used as a 

basis for discussion with the Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate, in order to 

write up a School Certificate syllabus in history for candidates in Malaya (Sub-

Committee for Revision of the School History Syllabus [Sub-Committee], 1953b).  

 

 The Deputy Director of Education requested that the report be submitted before 

the end of October, which the Sub-Committee did in the form of an interim report 

submitted to him on the 26 August 1953. Subsequently, he approved the report in 

principle. Later in October 1953, Dr E.T. Stokes, Lecturer in History at the University 

of Malaya, was invited to join the Sub-Committee, as it was believed that he would be 

able to provide valuable insights that could help the Sub-Committee in reviewing the 

history syllabus, given that he had been in close contact with the Local Examinations 

Syndicate of the University of Cambridge (Sub-Committee for Revision of the School 

History Syllabus [Sub-Committee], 1953b, p. 1). 

 

Contact with the Federation Committee 

 A similar committee was set up at the Federation level to review the history 

syllabus for the Malayan States in the Federation. Even though these two committees 

were operating separately and had different members; in practice, they had much 

contact with each other and both had access to each other's reports on the revision of the 

school history syllabus. Professor Parkinson, who served on both the Federation 

Committee and the Singapore Sub-Committee, could keep in close contact with Mr G.P. 

Dartford, Headmaster of the Victoria institution and chairman of the Federation 

Committee. The Sub-Committee in Singapore maintained throughout the review process 

that its main objective was “to recommend no greater divergences between the Colony 

and the Federation than actual difference in circumstances might justify” (Sub-

Committee, 1953b, p. 2). Inspired by the fact that it had been found possible to issue a 

“Geography Syllabus for use in English schools in Malaya,” the Sub-Committee 

believed that it was also possible to find an agreement between Singapore and the 

Federation with a view to having the same syllabus in History.  

 

 The Sub-Committee recommended that a joint meeting of Singaporean and 

Federation representatives before a history syllabus for the colony was finally decided 

upon. This was based on the consideration that children were liable to move between 
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the Colony and the Federation, and therefore it seemed desirable that the work in all 

Malaysian schools should be closely related (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 7). 

 

The Work of the Sub-Committee in Singapore 

 The Sub-Committee reviewed the history syllabus for schools and made 

recommendations for changes to be implemented to the syllabus at various Standards 

levels. It is instructive to discuss here the aims of history teaching in Singapore, the 

reasons for changing the existing syllabus, and the proposed new syllabus. 

 

The Aims of History Teaching in Singapore 

 The Sub-Committee accepted, with amendments, some of the Aims of History 

Teaching laid down in the “Report of the Federation Committee for Revision of the 

History Syllabus.” The Aims of History Teaching (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 2) were 

stated as follows: 

• To enable the child to understand something of his [sic] own and his 

country's place in the story of mankind in historical times. 

• To give some knowledge of those past influences, religious, political, social, 

which affect the child's life. 

• To give some background understanding of present institutions and 

problems. 

 

Reasons for Changing the Existing Syllabus 

 The existing syllabus was seen to be problematic as the Sub-Committee felt that 

much had happened to change the Sub-Committee’s perspectives towards the original 

syllabus, which was drawn up in 1939. This alluded to the impacts of World War II and 

the Japanese Occupation of Singapore that altered the perspectives of the local populace 

on the roles of their colonial master during the war. The Sub-Committee felt that the 

existing syllabus in English Schools was perceived to be “unable to satisfy the aims of 

history teaching and failed, in particular, to relate sufficiently to the child’s home 

background” (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 3). In other words, the syllabus was seen to be 

remote and detached from the average student’s life. In addition, the Sub-Committee (p. 

3) objected to the existing syllabus for the following reasons: 

• A flawed distinction was found between the syllabus for Standard Two and 

that for Standard Three where the students proceeded chronologically from 
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Confucius to Raffles and then moved back in time to begin again with 

Moses and end with Marconi. 

• The distinction made between, say, the life of Buddha, as connected with 

local history, and the life of Asoka as connected with world history, was 

contrived. 

 

 It was clear from the Sub-Committee’s objections that there was no logical 

reasoning, and much less educational ones, to account for the past syllabus and that it 

was flawed in many ways. 

 

Proposed New Syllabus 

 The Sub-Committee set out to review the entire history syllabus to rectify many 

of the educational issues that it thought had to be addressed. Working under a tight 

schedule, the Sub-Committee held six meetings from August to December 1953 to 

review the history syllabi across Standard II to Standard IX (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 

1). Whilst it was not easy to design syllabi that spanned across eight years of studies, the 

Sub-Committee had the opportunity to address many of the issues that related to the 

coherence and relevance of the syllabi. The following sections will discuss the various 

syllabi across Standards II to Standard IX. 

 

 Syllabi for Standards II and III. The two objections discussed earlier largely 

influenced the Sub-Committee's decision to recommend several changes to be made to 

the history syllabus. Whilst the pedagogical approach of biographic study of famous 

individuals was still considered “useful for its human interest and storytelling attraction” 

(Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 4), much of the biographical work was regarded as remote 

both in time and place. The connection with reality of the history that was being studied 

was found lacking. The lack of coherence in history also exacerbated the problem. 

Accordingly, the Sub-Committee recommended several changes to the history syllabus: 

• That it should be preferable to have a continuous course from the beginning 

of Standard II to the end of Standard III. 

• That the periods dealt with in Standards II and III should be divided from 

each other chronologically at or about the year 1497. 

• The history syllabus should be supplemented by some preliminary study of 

the history of the locality in which the student lived, closely linking this 
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with the work done in geography and Nature Study. Suitable topics in local 

history might include a study of place names, street names, buildings and 

monuments, customs and costumes, means of transport and local 

personalities of the past. Use may be made of the Raffles Museum (present 

day National Museum of Singapore) where possible. 

• That the present syllabus should omit the biographic study of individuals 

such as Cyrus, Diocletian, Justinian, Henry II, Frederick II, Galileo, 

Shakespeare, Richelieu, Peter the Great, Newton, Chantam, Cavour, 

Garibaldi, Darwin, Lister and Marconi. 

• That additional individuals for biographic study should be: Abraham, Sultan 

Ala-ud-din, Characters in Homer, Socrates, Lao Tzu, Mencius, Shih Huang 

Ti, Queen Elizabeth I, Shah Jehan, Oliver Cromwell, Florence Nightingale, 

Queen Victoria and Gandhi. 

• That the wording of the syllabus be amended and read as: “Stories, told 

simply and illustrated by pictures and portraits where possible, of the lives 

of men and women who have been famous in history and legend” (Sub-

Committee, 1953b, p. 4). 

 

 Based on the recommendations made, it is evident that the Sub-Committee 

considered the existing history syllabus to be too disorganised, lacking in chronological 

coherence, as well as in relevance to the lives of the students. Changes were made to the 

syllabus to “localise” the study of history so that students could see greater relevance 

between what they had studied and their immediate surrounding. Furthermore, the study 

of well-known individuals such as Lao Tzu, Florence Nightingale and Gandhi was not 

neglected so that students could learn moral values from them. Teachers were also 

encouraged to select different topics from World History and from local history to 

supplement the learning of the subject (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 4). The study of these 

well-known individuals was undertaken in a biographic manner as such an approach 

was deemed to be more appealing to the younger children. However, not all the 

suggested individuals were intended to be studied, as it was not compulsory to do so (p. 

9). 

 

 Syllabi for Standards IV and V. Recommendation was made for these two 

Standards to be a two-year course outlining some important stages in World History 
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between about 1000 B.C. and A.D. 1500 (later shortened to A.D. 1000 by the time the 

syllabus was confirmed in 1954), and Malayan History from the earliest times to 1948. 

Emphasis was laid upon the civilisations, which were relevant to the history of South-

East Asia, namely the civilisations of India, China, The Middle East and Europe. 

Malayan history was recommended to be included, but only from Standard V, and 

should cover approximately the equivalent of 2 terms’ work. It was proposed that the 

history of Malaya be studied towards the end of the course to coordinate with that 

undertaken in geography (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 4). 

 

 Topics such as “Babylon: writing and other early skills,” “Israel: nomad life and 

moral laws,” “Living Conditions in City States” which were part of the syllabus at the 

Federation level, were not included in the syllabus because the Sub-Committee felt that 

these were well beyond the capabilities of children in Standard II to understand and 

appreciate (p. 4). 

 

 Syllabi for Standards VI and VII. The focus of study shifted from biographic 

study of well-known individuals to “The history of the British people from 1500 to 

1783.” The teaching of relevant European history was also encouraged to be included, 

as part of the syllabus, and emphasis should be laid on social and economic factors 

leading to overseas expansion. A proposal was made to pay greater attention to 

constitutional development than to political events. 

 

 As with previous recommendations, Standard VII was to be a continuation of the 

work done in Standard VI covering “The History of the British People from 1783 to the 

present day.” The emphasis should be laid not only on social and economic 

developments but also on humanitarian and democratic movements. The social and 

economic aspects should also include scientific and industrial progress, the growth of 

social services and local government. 

 

 Syllabi for Standards VIII and IX. The content of history offered at these 

levels focused mainly on British history, European history, history of the British Empire 

and its Commonwealth and the development of tropical Africa. Two other examination 

papers were recommended to be included as alternatives, namely the History of South-

East Asia and Chinese History. Malayan History was not included as one of the choices 
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because no adequate textbooks existed for use by the candidates.  

 

Resources Needed to Implement Changes 

 The Sub-Committee suggested that teachers should make some use of the help 

afforded by the Malayan Historical Society in arousing interest among students and 

more especially in organising school historical societies. More use of the Raffles 

Museum by history teachers in schools was also encouraged to wean off dependence for 

help on the Museum staff. Whilst no textbook available, on its own, was entirely 

satisfactory in meeting all the curricular needs of the students, especially at Standards II 

and III, the teachers were expected to select stories from the resources available to 

complement their teaching. Furthermore, it was suggested that the Broadcasting 

Department be asked to continue to extend its service of historical broadcasts to schools 

(Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 7). It was believed that this would help to increase the 

learning interest of the students in the subject and expand their knowledge at the same 

time. 

 

School Certificate 

 The Cambridge Local Examination Syndicate invited Professor Parkinson to 

make the first draft of the school certificate syllabus in history for candidates in Malaya. 

This was the result of a conversation held at Cambridge between Mr A.V. Hardy, 

Assistant Secretary to the Local Examination Syndicate and Dr. E.T. Stokes. Following 

the discussion of the proposals made originally by Dr Stokes, a draft syllabus was 

written, which differed from the Federation Committee’s proposals, in (a) allowing the 

school and the teacher more freedom of choice, and (b) including in Malayan history a 

study of the British background in so far as it had affected Malaya (Sub-Committee, 

1953b, p. 6). 

 

Introduction of the New Syllabus  

 The Sub-Committee felt that the syllabus for Standards II and III should be 

implemented without delay, even though none of the books available in the market was 

considered entirely satisfactory for Malayan students. Instead, it was suggested that 

suitable stories be selected and made available to the teachers for use. It was the Sub-

Committee’s firm belief that even if a textbook were available, it was not considered a 

necessity, especially in Standard II, since the teacher still had to supplement it with 
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other stories (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 6). Learning history at the lower levels was 

mainly accomplished through the life stories of famous characters and individuals. It 

might be reasoned that the moral values that these stories carried were more important 

than learning the subject as an academic discipline at that level. The Sub-Committee 

also felt that there should not be any difficulty in introducing the syllabi for Standards 

IV and V. 

 

Contentions Over the New Syllabus 

 After nearly a year of work, the Sub-Committee made its recommendations for 

the revision of the school history syllabus to the Department of Education in Singapore. 

The Department of Education (1954) published the new syllabus on 26 May 1954, and 

copies of the new syllabus were issued to Government and Government-aided English 

schools in Singapore. However, the introduction of the new syllabus was not without its 

own problems. In 1955, the Department of Education was converted into the Ministry of 

Education. By March 1956, however, questions were already being raised as to whether 

the new syllabus was of any interest to the students.  

 

 In a letter reply to J. M. Holland, who was the Adviser of Girls’ Education from 

the Ministry of Education, C. N. Parkinson, the Chairman of the Sub-Committee, 

rebutted critics that it was too early to prove that the new syllabus, which was written in 

1954, had failed and therefore required an overhaul. He pointed to classroom teaching 

and making textbooks available as ways to improve students’ learning. In the same 

letter, he questioned whether the Malaya Federation government also thought it 

necessary to make changes to the syllabus (Parkinson, 1956). His points were affirmed 

when E. M. F. Payne, Director of Education of the Federation of Malaya, in a letter 

dated 26 April 1956 to his counterpart in Singapore, declined the proposal by 

Singapore’s MOE to revise the syllabus (Payne, 1956, p. 2). 

 

 That said, the resolute reply from Payne did not put an end to the debate over the 

suitability of the history syllabus for students in Singapore. At the Departmental 

Conference held on 18 May 1956, which was attended by principals from Government 

and Government-aided English secondary schools, C. P. Purcell, acting Deputy Director 

of Education of Singapore, delivered a paper entitled “A History Syllabus for Singapore 

Secondary Schools” (Purcell, 1956). In his paper, he made a proposal for a history 
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syllabus for secondary schools in Singapore that he felt would meet the learning needs 

of young students. Against the backdrop of four criteria of what a history syllabus 

should be and what it should do, he went on to criticise the shortcomings of the current 

syllabus. Presenting his argument in a succinct manner, he was especially critical of the 

fact that the syllabus emphasised the study of the British Empire that centred on the 

theme of constitutional development, which did not attract the attention of the students; 

the result of which was that schools generally avoided lengthy study of it, and the rest of 

the material, in his opinion, simply led to “piecemeal memorisation” (p. 3) of the 

content. 

 

Developments in the Late 1950s to 1964 

 Important changes to the history curriculum followed with the implementation 

of the All-Party Report in 1956. One of which was the establishment of common 

curricula and syllabi for all the schools, and the increasing use of Malayan-centred 

textbooks, written in the four language media–English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil. The 

main concern at that juncture was to ensure that all the syllabi were relevant and suited 

to the environment and experience of the students. The aim then was to inculcate 

national consciousness in the minds of the students of an emerging nation (Doraisamy et 

al., 1969, p. 52). According to Gopinathan (1974), the period of 1956–1959 was the 

most important phase in the development of an education system at the national level 

based on the equal treatment of all streams, and unity of the people through the use of a 

common curriculum.   

 

 In May 1959, Singapore gained full internal self-government and the People’s 

Action Party (PAP) formed the government-of-the-day. The history curriculum 

continued to be developed in the following years. One major influence on curriculum 

development came from the Educational Advisory Council, which was established in 

1959 and under which, a Textbooks and Syllabus Committee was formed (Doraisamy et 

al., 1969, p. 77). This Committee, in turn, appointed from time to time Subject 

Committees to review the curriculum of primary and secondary schools in the four 

streams of government and government-aided schools (Tan, C. H., 1962, Tan to R. 

Suntharalingam, May 9, 1962). In 1960, 19 of the pre-1959 syllabi were reviewed and 

published in the four languages by the end of the year. This trend continued in 1962 

when 10 of the syllabi, including history, were prepared for the Chinese upper 
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secondary school classes (Doraisamy et al., 1969, p. 77). 

 

 By 1960, the history of Malaya from 1400–1945 was made part of the syllabus 

for candidates preparing to sit for the School Certificate Examination. There was also 

emphasis on the teaching of Commonwealth History, and, in particular, the study of 

India, Pakistan, Ceylon, Hong Kong, Borneo, Constitutional Developments, 

Communications and Trade, and World history (Ambiavagar, V., 1960, Ambiavager to 

N. L. Yong, July 28, 1960). Much of the work of reviewing the history syllabus and the 

sourcing of suitable books had to be done by the Subject Committee in Singapore, 

drawing from the expertise of academics from the University of Malaya (present day 

National University of Singapore), without much help from external education agencies 

in Kuala Lumpur (History Standing Committee, 1959a, 1959b).  

 

 It was common for the History Subject Committee to face tight printing 

deadlines as the process of reviewing the syllabus and materials was not only tedious in 

itself, but it also depended on the other Standing Committees (Chinese, Malay and 

Tamil), or individuals in translating the history syllabus from English into the other 

languages, and on top of that, review appropriate textbooks before the whole review 

process could be considered complete (History Standing Committee, 1959b; Hsu, Y. T., 

1960, Hsu to H. H. Cheong, August 10, 1960).         

 

 The curricular work that the Subject Committee had to conduct was not without 

its challenges, as the pressures it faced were not just because of pressing deadlines, but 

also attributable to pressures from the public-at-large. In July 1960, an article written by 

Huang Tze-Chin, a journalist, in the Sunday Mail criticised the appalling state of 

secondary education, and more specifically the failure of the history curriculum to 

inculcate a “Malayan national pride and a Malayan-centred loyalty” (Yong, N. L., 1960, 

Yong to D.D., July 27, 1960). The article caused enough stir in the community that it 

prompted the Minister for Education, in an internal memo to his officials, to question 

the validity of those criticisms.   

 

 It did not come as a surprise that those criticisms were met with strong rebuttals 

from his Ministry’s officials, citing the implementation of the new history syllabus after 

1959 as evidence of how the syllabus had already shifted towards Malayan and regional 
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history. Whilst one of Tze-Chin’s charges was addressed by the introduction of the new 

syllabus, one of the issues that continued to plague the development of the history 

curriculum, with a more localised focus, was the availability of appropriate textbooks 

for use in primary and secondary schools on the history of Malaya and its people. This 

was a problem that the Ministry was aware of and it recognised that history books 

written from the perspectives of Malayans or local historians on this subject were sparse. 

Consequently, suggestions were made to appoint local historians to write books on 

Malayan history and its people (Ho, 1960; Cheong, H. H., 1960, Cheong to Y. T. Hsu, 

September 16, 1960; Ambiavagar, V., 1960, Ambiavager to N. L. Yong, July 28, 1960).  

 

 The lack of suitable textbooks, however, did not deter the Ministry’s effort in 

steering a large part of the syllabus away from British history towards one that focused 

more on Asian, South-East Asian and Malayan history. In fact, this was one of the 

highest principles upheld in the History Subject Committee meetings to draft a “world 

history with Malaya as the centre, leaving no trace of colonialism in it” (Hsu, Y. T., 

1960, Hsu to H. H. Cheong, August 10, 1960). The Ministry also pointed out to the 

Committee that the topics on the history of China should not be included in the syllabus 

to avoid objections from English, Malay and Tamil schools. The increased focus on 

Malayan history, therefore, would come at a cost to the study of history of China.  

 

 Academics pointed out and raised their concerns over the dismal amount of 

Chinese history that was being taught and the perspectives from which it was written. 

As the Chairman of the History Subject Committee, Professor Hsu Yun-tsiao wrote to 

the Adviser, Textbooks and Syllabuses, and expressed his concern that only four out of 

34 topics in the syllabus for Primary IV were devoted to the events of Chinese history. 

He recommended that topics, which might be considered too difficult, could be left out 

from the Government Examination but not the syllabus of the course (Hsu, Y. T., 1960, 

Hsu to H. H. Cheong, August 10, 1960, p. 2).  

 

 Ho (1960), in his Memorandum on the Syllabus for History, questioned how 

“important events in Asia were overlooked and preference given to those in Europe” (p. 

2). In his Memorandum, he mentioned several examples from Chinese history that could 

have been used in the same manner as the Western ones, to teach important historical 

explorations taken by explorers. Furthermore, he argued that the history books written 
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in English were generally written from the perspectives of the westerners whose 

viewpoints did not necessarily reflect the Asian ones. He urged the “members of the 

four different educational streams to be brought closely together in framing the history 

syllabus” (p. 2). He believed that the “English stream would benefit from the ideas put 

forth by the three other streams” (p. 2). By the end of 1960, a revised history syllabus 

was proposed to the Main Committee for final approval.   

 

 There was a change in the chairmanship of the History Subject Committee when 

R. Suntharalingam was appointed as its new Chairman in 1962 for a period of two years. 

He was to receive two representatives each from the English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil 

Schools. The Committee’s terms of reference were: 

• to review or produce Syllabuses for their Subject at the request of the 

Syllabuses and Textbooks Committee; 

• to submit such Syllabuses to the Syllabuses and Textbooks Committee for 

approval; 

• to review and recommend textbooks; 

• to draw the attention of the Syllabuses and Textbooks Committee to ways of 

improving the textbooks (Tan, C. H., 1962, Tan to R. Suntharalingam, May 

9, 1962). 

 

 The History Subject Committee’s terms of reference clearly indicated a reliance 

on available textbooks in the market that could be used as school textbooks, as it was 

not given the responsibility to write new textbooks, but only to review and recommend 

suitable ones. Those textbooks were not specifically written for students at different 

levels of learning, and therefore posed a problem for younger learners who found the 

materials difficult to understand. This problem was only mitigated when the Curriculum 

Development Institute of Singapore (CDIS) was set up in 1980 (Tay, 1981). CDIS was 

entrusted with the responsibility of producing textbooks and materials, including multi-

media materials and educational television programmes that teachers could use to 

conduct their lessons.  

 

 Since the establishment of the History Sub-Committee to review the history 

syllabus in 1953, the work of history curriculum development in Singapore did not 

relent over the years. On the contrary, the work of reviewing and writing history syllabi 
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took on greater importance and urgency with the establishment of the Textbooks and 

Syllabuses Committee, with its own Adviser, in 1959. The development of the history 

syllabi with a “Malayan-centred” focus continued into the early 1960s with the merger 

of Singapore, Malaya, Sabah and Sarawak in 1963.  

 

History Curriculum Developments, 1965–1974 

 The merger with Malaysia was in tatters following the racial riots in 1964 and 

the frequent political clashes between the Singapore Government and the Federal 

Government throughout the years of merger. Singapore was eventually ejected from the 

Federation of Malaysia and became fully independent on the 9 August 1965. Although 

the Ministry of Education of Singapore had been working closely with its counterpart in 

the Federation and the external British examinations syndicate in developing curriculum 

syllabi before Singapore became independent, it gradually exerted more control over the 

development and set its own direction over time (Kam & Gopinathan, 1999). This had 

already become apparent before Singapore gained full independence in 1965. The trend 

gained greater traction after 1965 when Singapore was forced to seek its own survival in 

every respect.  

 

 According to Goh & Gopinathan (2008), the State had been successful in 

convincing the people of post-independence Singapore that economic survival equated 

with political survival, and therefore Singapore had to move fast, especially in areas 

such as education and manpower development, to ensure economic competitiveness and 

progress. Within this context, history education purportedly had to take a backseat as 

the first 5-Year education development plan (1961–1965) devoted more emphasis to the 

study of mathematics, science and technical subjects. This was to ensure that the State 

was able to boost more manpower for the growing industries. Furthermore, in order to 

realise the recommendations in the All-Party Report, the Chinese educational structure 

(6 years of primary school, 3 years of junior middle school and 3 years of senior high 

school) was changed to align with the English one (6 years of primary school, 4 years of 

secondary school and 2 years of pre-university education) so as to create a more 

uniform education system for students from all streams (Kwong, Eng & Yap, 1990). In 

the midst of these major structural reforms in education, history curriculum 

development became more streamlined. Its main function was to serve the needs of 

larger educational goals and the economic needs of the State.      
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The Post-independence History Curriculum 

 The post-independence history curriculum became more localised and placed 

greater emphasis on the history of Singapore. The foremost consideration that 

influenced the development of the history curriculum was a political one. The History 

Subject Committee’s terms of reference also evolved and reflected the changing 

political landscape. The terms were “to review existing History syllabuses and 

recommend new syllabuses to make the learning of history more meaningful and foster 

national pride, mutual respect and understanding of the racial, cultural and religious 

backgrounds of the different ethnic groups which made up the citizens of Singapore, as 

well as to promote better understanding and appreciation of the social, political and 

historical aspects of the countries of the region, and in general, of the countries outside 

the region” (Tan, 1968, p. 1).  

 

 These terms of reference guided the History Subject Committee’s work in 

revising all the history syllabi across different age groups, ranging from the primary to 

pre-university levels. Significant revisions were made to the Primary Four and Primary 

Six syllabi to emphasise the influences that had impacted on Singapore. For example, 

the Primary Four syllabus emphasised the stories of great Asians that could provide 

“some background knowledge of the cultural and other influences that Singaporeans 

had derived from other parts of the East” (p. 1). The Primary Six syllabus departed 

widely from the existing syllabus and presented personalities or pioneers who had 

played an important part in the development of Singapore (Tan, 1968). By narrating the 

stories of significant personalities who had influenced the development of Singapore, it 

was hoped that the students would learn to place the nation’s interests before their own, 

and thus help to build a sense of loyalty to the country. 

 

 Although there were calls for the histories of both territories of Singapore and 

Malaysia to be linked together, the one that prevailed was that Singapore’s sovereign 

and independent status warranted the treatment of its history as a separate entity from its 

neighbours and for it to be done so in greater depth (History Syllabus Committee, 1968).  

It was in view of this position that the Secondary Four syllabus on the History of 

Singapore and West Malaysia from 1819 to 1969 for Section A became more 

“Singapore-oriented” and was made compulsory in the syllabus (History Subject 

Committee, 1968a, p. 1). Furthermore, schools could also choose to do either Section B, 
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which focuses on the History of Southeast Asia from 1850 to 1965 or Section C, which 

focuses on World History from 1900 to 1950. The countries that were studied in World 

History included China, Japan, India, Europe and the United States of America (History 

Subject Committee, 1968b). 

 

 In 1967, the Curriculum Development Committee was formed to direct and 

coordinate the functions of the subject standing committees so that curricular needs 

could be better identified. However, as all the members of the Curriculum Development 

Committee were not full-time curriculum developers and had other duties to perform, 

they were not able to perform their curriculum development duties fully (Ang, 2006).   

   

 Initially, the History Subject Committee had to identify textbooks used in the 

United States and Australia and textbooks in Chinese as source materials and for 

reference by the textbook writing team (History Syllabus Committee, 1968). In 1969, 

the responsibility for writing the history textbooks in English fell on the History 

Department of the University of Singapore (present day National University of 

Singapore) when the department, “without reservation, and unanimously decided to 

undertake the revision of the History Syllabus, the supervision and, wherever possible, 

the writing of the textbooks from Primary II up to and including the Pre-University 

classes” (Wong, L. K., 1969, Wong to P. B. Ong, February 28, 1969, p. 1). This was a 

significant departure from the existing arrangement as academics began to play a greater 

and more decisive role in developing the history curriculum for schools in Singapore. 

This also underscored the keen interest of the academics in the history curriculum not 

only at the tertiary level, but also at the lower academic levels. The responsibility of 

producing texts in Mandarin, Malay and Tamil still rested on MOE (Wong, 1970). 

 

Challenging Times for History as a Subject 

 The development of the history curriculum and the teaching of the subject in 

schools were not straightforward in these years. This was especially so at the primary 

level even with the support and expertise of academia. This was in part due to the 

language used in the Chinese textbooks, which was considered far too difficult, 

especially for students who studied the subject as a second language. A meeting was 

held on the 14 September 1970, at the MOE, to discuss the teaching of history in the 

second language in English Schools, and to assess whether this policy should be 
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continued. It was revealed in the meeting that a decision was made in 1966 to use the 

second language as a medium of instruction for certain subjects.  

 

 Following the successful trial of using English, as a second language, to teach 

Maths in non-English streams, it was decided that the students’ second language could 

be used to teach history in English-stream schools. However, this proved to be a 

substantial challenge for most of the primary students, as they struggled with language 

difficulties and learning the subject matter in history at the same time. Questions were 

raised at the meeting as to why history was included as a subject in the primary school 

curriculum. Tan Keng Kang, the Specialist Inspector who was in-charge of history and 

geography, informed the meeting that history had always been included as a subject in 

primary school education by Western countries; to which, the Deputy Director of 

Education, Chan Chieu Kiat, suggested that a serious review of this policy be taken “if 

there was no better reason than to follow a western tradition” (Lim, 1970, p. 3). It was 

decided that the Advisory Committee on Curriculum Development should undertake “a 

thorough study of the place of history in the primary school curriculum (Lim, 1970, p. 

3).  

 

 By the end of 1971, the Ministry decided to stop assessing history in the PSLE. 

However, the Ministry reminded the principals of the primary schools that the subject 

was still part of the primary school curriculum and “should continue to be taught in such 

a way that the objectives of learning history (and geography) might be realised” (Lim, 

1972, p. 1). Eventually, primary history (and geography) was removed from the primary 

curriculum altogether in 1979.   

 

 Curriculum planning and development reached a milestone with the 

establishment of the Development Branch within the Ministry of Education in 1973. 

The Development Branch comprised the Planning, Curriculum and the Textbook Unit 

and it was expected to perform the following four functions:  

• Develop curricula from primary to pre-university level, syllabus writing and 

production of instructional materials. 

• Provide teachers’ training courses. 

• Implement projects in schools such as the development of libraries. 

• Assessment of student performance. 
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 However, much of the work of developing the various subject syllabi was still 

done by the subject standing committees because of a lack of manpower (Lim & 

Gopinathan, 1990, p. 70).   

 

History Curriculum Developments, 1975–1984 

 In the 1970s, Singapore’s education was described as a “survival-driven system 

of education” (Goh & Gopinathan, 2008, p. 88). Greater efforts were put into educating 

more technically inclined students to prepare them for the expanding industries. 

Technical education proved to be successful and the growth in secondary education 

slowed down as an increasing number of students were channelled into vocational 

training (p. 88). This had an impact on the development of the history curriculum and 

had to be considered to ensure that all secondary students should have some common 

knowledge of history as a discipline and acquire some basic knowledge of the history of 

Singapore. This was perceived to be crucial as history was not a compulsory subject at 

upper secondary level and many students would have ceased studying the subject after 

Secondary Two.  

 

Demise of Primary History  

 Another major influence on the development of the history curriculum was the 

release of the Goh Report in 1979, following which the New Education System (NES) 

was introduced. This highly influential report made recommendations to reform four 

areas of the Singaporean education system; one of which was in curriculum.  A new 

subject called social studies, incorporating history and geography, was introduced at 

Primary Four (Kwong, Eng & Yap, 1990, p. 16). With the introduction of this subject, it 

marked the end of history as a subject in its own right in the primary school curriculum 

as it was removed from primary education completely.  

 

Political and Social Functions of the History Subject 

 Singapore’s education system reached a critical turning point when the Schools 

Council was established in 1981. According to Kam & Gopinathan (1999, p. 103), the 

establishment of the Schools Council was the first move towards giving more autonomy 

to school principals, as they became involved in the decision-making process at the 

Ministry level. Furthermore, the history curriculum was also revised because major 

changes were taking place in the teaching of history elsewhere in the world (MOE, 1982, 
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p. 1). In keeping with the developmental needs of a young nation that had just became 

fully independent in 1965, the Ministry of Education reviewed the history curriculum 

and its pedagogical approaches in 1982 for all secondary one and two students. This 

new curriculum was implemented in 1984. 

 

 MOE (1982, p. 1) listed the following reasons for making changes to the 

curriculum: 

• As a young nation, students should have a good and sound knowledge of the 

history of Singapore. They should develop a sense of belonging to the 

nation. The study of national history is of vital importance. 

• History is a compulsory subject in Secondary One and Two. For the 

majority of our students who are streamed into the Technical or Science 

stream at the end of Secondary Two, the study of history will be terminal. 

Thus, the opportunity presented at the lower secondary level for all students 

to undertake a relevant and comprehensive course on the History of 

Singapore should not be lost. 

 

 The social function of teaching history as a subject at the secondary level was 

evident in the rationale laid out by the Ministry of Education. However, by 1985, 

Singapore’s economy suffered a serious setback and fell into a recession for the next 

two years (Economic Committee, 1986). In order to get Singapore out of the recession, 

Tony Tan, then Minister for Trade and Industry, convened an Economic Committee, 

which was led by Lee Hsien Loong, then Minister of State for Defence and Trade and 

Industry, to investigate the problems and make recommendations to solve them 

(National Library Board, 2014). The Economic Committee recommended a slew of 

policy changes to arrest the problems plaguing the economy and move Singapore to the 

next phase of development (Economic Committee, 1986). As such, “flexibility” 

(Economic Committee, 1986, p. 13) was identified as one of the fundamentals in 

sustaining future economic growth. This concept of flexibility also found its way into 

the wider education system.   

 

History Curriculum Developments, l985–1996 

 Greater flexibility was introduced into the education system with the 

appointment of Dr Tony Tan (present day President of Singapore) as the Minister of 
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Education in 1985, a portfolio that he held until December 1991. During his term as the 

Minister of Education, he ushered in a period of greater flexibility in the education 

system whereby certain well-established schools with a good record of accomplishment 

in academic excellence were allowed to become independent from the Ministry.  

 

 On 22 July 1986, Tan, in his speech at the Nanyang Technological Institute 

Forum, explained how economic changes affected the education system and influenced 

education policies (Tan, 1986a). To ensure educational success in the future, he 

proposed “a ‘bottom-up’ approach with ideas and the initiative coming from principals 

and teachers” (p. 20) rather than having them rely on directives from the Ministry. 

While he affirmed that “education policy should not be dictated solely by economic 

considerations” (p. 1), he maintained that education had to be aligned more closely to 

the economic needs of the country to enable “school leavers to be gainfully employed 

and to function effectively in the modern-day economy” (p. 1).   

 

The Push for Education Excellence   

 Following Tan’s speech, a critical decision was made in December 1986 to send 

12 principals from Singapore to visit several British and American schools to examine 

the factors that made a school effective. The result of the visit was a published report 

entitled “Towards Excellence in Schools” that detailed their findings from the trip and 

recommendations for educational changes (Tan, 1989, p. 1). Their recommendations led 

to the establishment of four Independent Schools–the Anglo-Chinese School, St 

Joseph’s Institution, the Chinese High School and the Raffles Institution in 1988 (Tan, 

1987). More schools applied to the MOE to become an Independent School over the 

years.  

 Unlike the Government and Government-aided schools, a Board of Directors, 

with the approval of the MOE, would govern Independent Schools. Such schools were 

given a broader discretion to decide on many matters ranging from the curriculum to 

admission of students, to the employment of teachers (Tan, 1987). Although the same 

degree of autonomy and latitude in terms of school management did not extend to the 

rest of the Government or Government-aided schools, it was an important turning point 

in the evolution of education system as it marked the beginning of a period whereby the 

principle of flexibility would guide many of the educational decisions made in the 

1990s.  
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 The push for greater flexibility within the education system also had an impact 

on curricula development, as the focus was to move away from rote learning to prepare 

students to think critically and creatively (Tan, 1986a, p. 16). MOE recognised the study 

of history had undergone critical changes over the years and it had moved “from merely 

chronicling the major social, economic and political changes in a country,” to a “critical 

and inter-disciplinary approach” (Tan, 1986b, p. 2). This recognition was important as it 

signified a departure from the previous approaches to the teaching of history in school, 

which relied mainly on getting students to acquire a wide body of knowledge in history, 

to one that emphasised the application of such knowledge.  

 

Continuing Political Function of History as a Subject 

 Notwithstanding the history curriculum moving to a greater emphasis on the 

application of knowledge, it continued to be perceived as an important subject in 

creating a sense of belonging, to the nation, and one that aimed to instil pride in 

Singapore’s progress and the achievements of the people amidst all the changes 

occurring in the economic and social conditions (Tan, 1986b, p. 3). MOE reviewed the 

1982 history curriculum in 1992, taking into consideration the many changes that took 

place in the teaching of history and the developments witnessed in the general field of 

education in Singapore (MOE, 1992). This curriculum differed slightly in terms of the 

rationale for changes as compared to the previous curriculum. The reasons for the 

changes to the 1992 (p.7) history curriculum were expressed as follows:  

• As a young nation, students should have a good and sound knowledge of the 

history of Singapore. They should develop a sense of belonging to the 

nation. The study of national history is of vital importance. 

• For students to have knowledge of our heritage to provide the cultural 

ballast that is necessary for the nation’s development.  

 

 The first rationale for the new curriculum, which was to ensure that students had 

a good and sound knowledge of Singapore, was already enshrined. The second rationale, 

however, was different from the previous one in emphasising the importance of 

knowing the country’s heritage so that the country could continue to develop based on a 

strong cultural foundation. 
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 A key influence in the development of history curriculum in the 1990s was the 

National Day Rally speech delivered by Goh Chok Tong, then Prime Minister of 

Singapore, in 1996. The new direction set to take the country to the next level of social 

and economic development was responsible for some of the initiatives in the education 

sector, such as NE (discussed in the next chapter), put forward by the government in the 

next few years. Collectively, these changes were instrumental in charting the next phase 

of development in the history curriculum, as the subject was used in an overt manner by 

the State to help develop a national identity and a sense of common destiny amongst the 

populace (Loh, 1998). 

 

 In that National Day Rally speech, Goh devoted attention to the discussion of 

social issues and the need to build a strong community bond amongst Singaporeans. 

However, he felt that a bonded community could not be built if the people did not know 

the country’s history and the challenges it faced in fighting for its survival. Specifically, 

he was disappointed with the lack of knowledge amongst younger Singaporeans of the 

country’s early political history, and attributed it to the failure of the government, 

parents and teachers for not instilling in them a sense of history (Goh, 1996, p. 46). He 

believed such ignorance would have serious repercussions, as the younger generation of 

Singaporeans who did not experience the turmoil of the early years in nation building 

could become complacent about its achievements, and squander away what the country 

had achieved thus far. Goh revealed in his speech that to address these issues, he had 

already advised the Ministry of Education pay heed to them. Shortly after, Lee Hsien 

Loong, then Deputy Prime Minister and currently Prime Minister of Singapore, 

launched NE in 1997, the impact of which on the development of the history curriculum 

will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.           

 

 Another key development in the 1990s was the commissioning of an External 

Review Team in 1996 by the Ministry of Education to review the school curriculum in 

the context of rapid changes in technological advancements, economic developments 

and social changes. The team submitted its report to the ministry in August 1997 (MOE, 

1998a).  

 In the following section, a discussion of the developments in the history 

curriculum covering the period from 1953 to 1996 is presented. This discussion is 

organised according to some central elements of the school history curriculum in 
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Singapore. These elements are: objectives for teaching history; the content of history; 

the pedagogical approach in teaching history; and the assessment of history. 

 

Discussion of History Curriculum Developments, 1953–1996 

   

Objectives for Teaching History 

 The objectives for the teaching of history in the 1950s were clearly laid down by 

the Sub-Committee in the Aims of History Teaching as stated earlier in this chapter. 

The purpose was to encourage students to be familiar with the stories of well-known 

historical characters and events that could “stir their imagination” (Sub-Committee, 

1953b, p. 9), so that the students could better appreciate the connections between their 

own life and the socio-political environment in which they lived.   

 

 Standard II and Standard III focused primarily on the transmission of social 

values, rules and norms through the study of those well-known historical characters, 

including spiritual and political leaders, philosophers, explorers, revolutionaries and 

saints. These well-known historical figures hailed from both the Eastern and Western 

worlds. According to Yilmaz (2008), teaching history in this manner helps students not 

only to “recognise their own cultural roots, identity, and heritage, but also to gain 

insight into other people’s cultures and world views” (p. 40).  

 

 The focus of history teaching from Standard IV through Standard IX shifted 

from the study of well-known characters to the study of Asian, European and World 

History events that outlined some important stages in the development of civilisations, 

emphasising those relevant to the history of South-East Asia (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 

10). As the students became more sophisticated in their learning through the years, the 

objective of history teaching also changed accordingly to match their cognitive 

development. Rather than listening to “stories being told and illustrated by pictures and 

portraits” (p. 10), the students were now expected to acquire knowledge in areas such as 

agriculture, building, seafaring, writing and art.    

 

 The 1954 history curriculum, however, did not quickly become the status quo as 

more substantive political developments elsewhere in society created the impetus for 

changes to come. In 1955, the same year the Department of Education was converted 
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into a Ministry, Singapore also attained limited self-government under the Labour Front 

(Turnbull, 2010). The effects of a growing desire of the people of Singapore to gain 

independence from the British could be felt beyond the confines of politics, as shown in 

the opposition to a British-centric narrative within the history syllabus. As the desire of 

attaining full independence intensified, so did the shift away from the British-centric 

historical narrative that hitherto sought to amplify its positive role in the colony towards 

one that could help the newly formed government’s fight for the independence of 

Singapore.  

 

 According to Boyd (1950), history teaching then become a way to “promote 

desirable forms of behaviour” (p. 485). And in the case of Singapore, it was obviously 

meant to foster greater support for independence from the British.  

 

 The objectives of history teaching changed in the late 1960s to reflect the 

country’s new political status as a sovereign nation-state in the world. Addressing 

several hundred teachers at the Seminar on Teaching of History at National Junior 

College on 25 July 1970, Wong Lin Ken (1970), Raffles Professor of History at the 

University of Singapore, defended the teaching of national history as it was “even more 

urgent for new nations,” since it was an “integral part of nation-building” (p. 2). He 

believed that the objective of introducing the teaching of history in schools was “to 

promote common ideals of citizenship, to develop a sense of national identity, loyalty to 

the state, and to instil a sense of ownership of a piece of territory called a country” (p. 2). 

It was also “aimed at inculcating a set of moral, social, political values accepted by the 

society, and transmit the cultural heritage of a people” (p. 2).    

 

 Furthermore, the objectives of history teaching had to consider the country’s 

drive towards a more technically-oriented economy, as Singapore sought its own 

economic survival after she became independent in 1965. At the secondary levels, it 

was felt that the lower secondary history curriculum proposed by the History Subject 

Committee “lacked coherence of purpose and conception” and had “no bearing on 

Singapore’s needs” (Wong, 1969, p. 1) at that moment, and therefore had to be changed. 

The History Department of the University of Singapore, which was responsible for the 

revision of the history syllabus, recommended that students studied the evolution of 

industrial societies, as many students would be channelled into the technical stream 
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after Secondary Two. 

 Primary history, as an examinable subject, did not last beyond 1972 when it was 

removed from the PSLE in the same year. It was then regarded as belonging to the 

category of primary school subjects, which were taught and studied for their intrinsic 

values without the need for examinations. The MOE felt that the objectives of teaching 

this subject could better be attained if students did not have to “devote considerable time 

and effort to memorising a large quantity of inert data,” and “also correlate to language 

work, thereby contributing towards the students’ improvement of linguistic skills” (Lim, 

1972, p. 1). 

 

 It seems that the intention of using history to create a sense of national identity at 

the primary level was met with many challenges; some of which were linguistic in 

nature, others of which were economic in nature. That being said, even as primary 

school history was eventually removed from primary education, the subject continued to 

play a role in fostering a sense of national identity at the secondary level. With the 

introduction of the new curriculum in 1982, the general objectives of the lower 

secondary history were (MOE, 1982): 

• to develop in students a sense of Singapore identity; 

• to impart some knowledge and bring about understanding of, and instil pride 

in Singapore’s past and ancestors’ achievements; 

• to show how major external factors and events influenced the history of 

Singapore and the way Singapore contributed to the development of the 

region and elsewhere; 

• to emphasise the relevance of the past to Singapore’s present and the future. 

 

 Clearly, the chief intention of the new curriculum was to raise awareness 

amongst students and eventually, the populace, about the importance of regarding 

Singapore as their home and thereby fostering a sense of nationhood. Furthermore, the 

objectives of history teaching at that juncture emphasised Singapore’s connections to 

the region and the rest of the world. The lower secondary history curriculum focused on 

the social and economic history of Singapore and its linkages to the region from 1819 to 

1965. More specifically, the curriculum sought to illustrate how the history of Singapore 

was influenced by events and conditions in the region and how Singapore responded to 

those events and developments that helped to add value to Singapore’s future (MOE, 
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1982). Facing mounting economic competition from emerging economies in the South 

East Asian region, it was important to keep Singapore open to the world outside so that 

she could continue to attract foreign investments that were crucial to the country’s 

economic development (Cahyadi, Kursten, Weiss & Yang, 2004).  

 

 The objectives of the 1982 lower secondary history curriculum were reviewed in 

1992. Unlike in previous revisions, the 1992 lower secondary history curriculum 

revision classified the objectives of the curriculum into three different categories: 

Content, Skills and Values (MOE, 1992, pp. 8–9). In terms of Content Objectives, 

students were expected to: 

• recognise the purpose and relevance of studying history; 

• acquire a basic knowledge of the history of Singapore from 1819 to 1965; 

• acquire an awareness of the rich cultural heritage of the Indian, Chinese and 

South East Asian civilisations.  

 

In terms of Skills Objectives, the students were expected to: 

Understand History in its setting: 

• place events in chronological sequence; 

• show a clear understanding of continuity and change over different time 

periods by drawing out similarities and differences; 

• demonstrate that actions have causes and consequences by reference to 

people and events in history; 

• attribute the occurrence of certain historical events to human motivation and 

individual will.  

 

Understand points of view in History: 

• recognise that there may be bias in history writing; 

• distinguish between facts and opinion in history writing. 

 

Acquire and process historical information: 

• acquire information derived from different types of historical evidence such 

as written records or oral history; 

• organise and present information from historical sources using a variety of 

appropriate forms.  
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In terms of Values Objectives, the students were expected to: 

• develop a sense of national identity and pride in our past; 

• acquire an awareness of the importance of adapting to regional and 

international developments; 

• recognise the importance of an entrepreneurial spirit in ensuring the 

continued progress of Singapore; 

• develop an appreciation for the culture of the different ethnic groups.  

 

 Comparisons made between the 1982 and 1992 lower secondary history 

curricula would suggest the latter was more delineated as it clearly distinguished the 

different objectives of the history curricula. This was an important development in the 

history curriculum as MOE aimed to nurture students in various aspects of historical 

knowledge, skills and values. Attention is now moved to the discussion of another 

element of the history curriculum; namely the content of history as a subject.    

 

Content of History as a Subject 

 In the early 1950s, the Sub-Committee compared its recommendations with 

those that were contained in the Federation Report and found no significant differences 

between the two in regard to Standards II and III. In fact, the Sub-Committee felt that 

“more could be achieved if less were attempted” (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 5). 

Interestingly, this advice pre-dated the TLLM movement, which started in 2006 by 

more than half a century.  

 

 The concern at that juncture was not just about the amount of knowledge that 

students had to learn, but more importantly, about the connections the content could 

make for the students with their surroundings. The lack of coherence and connections in 

the content were deemed to be serious flaws in the history curriculum that had to be 

rectified to produce a curriculum experience that would enrich the students’ learning 

(Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 3). The content of the history curricula was changed in such 

a way that it considered the cognitive development of the students. Starting from a 

biographical approach in telling the stories of well-known individuals, it slowly 

progressed to the study of regional and World History as the students develop 

cognitively over the years. Much effort was made to ensure that the curricula did not 
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become disjointed and they would be run over a course of two years to ensure that the 

content could be developed to a greater depth.  

 

 Furthermore, the Sub-Committee worked hard towards the goal of establishing a 

more or less common curriculum for both the Colony and the schools in the Federation 

(Payne, E. M. F., 1956, Payne to Singapore’s Director of Education, April 26, 1956) 

based on the assumption that children were likely to move between the Colony and the 

Federation (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 7). The Sub-Committee believed this would help 

to minimise chances of the students’ education being disrupted because of the 

differences between the curricula in these two places. The creation of an identical 

curriculum for the two territories reflected the close historical and geographical 

relationships that Singapore had with the Malayan States. Furthermore, it demonstrated 

how larger political forces and circumstances influenced the development of the history 

curriculum.  

 

 The shift in content focus through the Standards may be viewed within the 

context of the changing political landscape after World War II. The emphasis on the 

study of constitutional development and the growth of local government reflected the 

political desire of the local populace to move away from a British-centric version of 

history post-World War II. This shift in content focus intensified after 1955 when 

Singapore attained limited self-government. Departing from an emphasis on the study of 

constitutional development, the narrative moved towards one that would show how 

Singapore came to be as influenced by larger forces such as technological advancements 

and the rise of such ideologies as Communism, Nationalism and Democracy (Purcell, 

1956). According to Purcell (p. 3-4), the study of such content would better help to 

explain how broader influences moulded Singapore, instead of just by a single country. 

This alluded to the colonial influence the British exerted over Singapore for more than a 

century. 

 

 The history curriculum saw major reviews over a short period of time in the 

1950s that reflected changing political circumstances, which educators and curriculum 

planners had to consider when they wrote the history curriculum. Such forces and 

influences accounted for many of the changes witnessed in the history curriculum 

during that period. The introduction of the New Syllabus in the early 1950s saw a 
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reduction in the periods of history lessons in the primary and secondary schools. It was 

reported that teachers had difficulty in covering the syllabus as it was (History Standing 

Committee, 1959b).  

  

 After 1965, the development of history curriculum content saw increasing 

emphasis placed on treating the history of Singapore as a separate entity from the 

history of Malaysia even though these two territories had always been closely 

interlinked, both geographically and politically. Notwithstanding the objection raised by 

some academics in treating the two territories as separate, the History Subject 

Committee went ahead to recommend that the history of Singapore be treated separately 

on the basis that Singapore now had a separate national identity. (Tan, 1969). Besides 

that, a particular concern raised by the History Department of the University of 

Singapore was the amount of content the History Subject Committee had recommended. 

It felt that the proposed curriculum by the Committee for the upper secondary was “too 

heavy a burden on students” (Wong, L. K., 1969, Wong to P. B. Ong, February 28, 

1969, p. 2). As such, recommendations were made to reduce the amount of content the 

students were required to learn in schools. 

 

 The content of lower secondary history in the 1970s and 1980s was one that 

geared the students towards the acquisition of historical knowledge that could help in 

nation building. This explains why the focus was squarely on the history of Singapore. 

The theme of the curriculum “The Social and Economic History of Singapore, 1819–

1965” was divided chronologically into two parts. The Secondary One history syllabus 

covered the period from 1819 to 1900 and the Secondary Two history syllabus covered 

the period from 1901 to 1965. The Secondary One history syllabus chronicled the early 

economic growth of Singapore, and how early immigrants played an important role in 

creating a diverse and viable society through their hard work and perseverance, despite 

a woeful living environment rife with crime and general lawlessness (MOE, 1982, pp. 

3–6). The Secondary Two history syllabus shifted the narrative to a discussion of the 

socio-political developments of Singapore since 1901. This course focused mainly on 

the larger social, economic and political influences that had substantial impact on 

Singapore’s history. These topics included the study of influences originating from 

China, India and the Dutch East Indies on the people of Singapore, the Great Depression, 

the development of the tin, rubber and banking industries, the Japanese invasion of 
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Southeast Asia, the impact of Japanese Occupation and the socio-political developments 

of Singapore after World War Two (p. 7-9). 

 

 The 1982 lower secondary history curriculum content was revised in 1992 and it 

reflected a country that was undergoing economic transformation at that juncture. The 

1992 lower secondary history curriculum was divided into two parts. The Secondary 

One history curriculum covered the social, economic and political history of Singapore 

from 1819 to 1965. The Secondary Two history curriculum gave a broad overview of 

the Southeast Asian, Indian and Chinese civilisations. Previously, the history of 

Singapore (the same period from 1819 to 1965) was read over the course of two years; 

in the revised curriculum, it was condensed into the first year of secondary education. In 

the second year, the students were introduced to the early histories of certain maritime 

kingdoms in Southeast Asian civilisations. These included Funan, Srivijaya, Majapahit 

and Malacca. In addition, they studied the histories of ancient India and ancient China.  

  

 In general, the lower secondary history curriculum saw greater changes to its 

content than that of the upper secondary, as it was primarily used as a vehicle to achieve 

national goals. This was especially the case after history was removed as a subject in the 

primary schools in 1979. Several reasons may explain why the lower secondary history 

curriculum had witnessed greater changes and revisions. These are as follows: 

• The first “formal” contact that students would have with this subject would 

be in Secondary One and Two level, after which they have the option of not 

studying this subject at the upper secondary. As such, the two-year course at 

the lower secondary history curriculum became the most important “point-

of-contact” students have in the acquisition of some basic knowledge of 

Singapore’s history, in addition, to learning the subject as an academic 

discipline. Therefore, the changes in the lower secondary history curriculum 

had to reflect the larger changes and developments occurring in society in 

order for the students to understand the evolution of the country. 

• The upper secondary history curriculum was largely prescribed by the 

Cambridge Examinations Syndicate, even though it did accept suggestions 

for change from Singapore’s Ministry of Education (Ong, 1969). As such, 

changes to the upper secondary required a greater amount of negotiation 

between the Ministry and the Syndicate, and was hence less susceptible to 
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changes. Furthermore, the upper secondary history curriculum had to 

provide a certain degree of continuity for students who intended to pursue 

the subject in post-secondary education, which was predominantly Europe -

centric.   

• The lower secondary history curriculum was not continued at the upper 

secondary level, and neither was it examined at the graduating level in the 

secondary schools. As such, it could be treated as a “separate” curriculum 

that was well within the control of the Ministry to revise to serve the 

changing needs of the Republic.  

 

Attention is now turned to the pedagogical approach in the teaching of history. 

  

Pedagogical Approach in History Teaching 

 The pedagogical approach to teaching history in schools in the 1950s could be 

best described as being didactic. There was not much evidence to indicate that the 

pedagogical approach was under intense scrutiny by the Sub-Committee. Most of the 

changes were made to the content of the syllabus, rather than the way it was taught. 

Other than the specific recommendations made to the history syllabi for the various 

Standards, the Sub-Committee recommended, in general, that a correlation with English 

literature, geography and other subjects should be considered (Sub-Committee, 1953a, p. 

5). Perhaps, history as a subject was not seen in isolation from the rest of the humanities 

subjects.  

 

 However, as much as a multi-disciplinary approach was desired in the teaching 

of history, there was no evidence that the teachers were adequately trained to do this 

competently, nor was there any evidence to suggest that the classroom teaching of 

history was anything but a didactic one. Whilst the history syllabus had changed, the 

way the content was taught did not differ from previous versions. The main 

consideration at that point was with the acquisition of historical knowledge that 

“appropriately reflected” the political mood, post-World War II. 

 

 What the Sub-Committee prescribed then was a set of revised content 

knowledge to be taught without making any changes to the pedagogical approach to the 

teaching of history. This was much in line with the great tradition approach to the 
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teaching of history that was prevalent throughout the rest of the world until the late 

1960s (Sylvester, 1993). Questions and issues related to the pedagogical approach in the 

teaching of history were not sufficiently addressed as the Sub-Committee focused 

almost entirely on the content of the syllabus and left the teaching (pedagogical 

approach) of the syllabus to the teachers. This lingering issue of adopting a didactic 

approach in the teaching of history continued to plague the teaching of history and 

contributed to the declining popularity of the subject over the decades. 

 

 The pedagogical approach to teaching history continued to be dealt with 

inadequately in the 1960s and 1970s. The approach taken for the primary school levels 

continued to be one that advocated the teaching of the subject through social history and 

through story-telling, so that the students could develop a sense of historical identity 

with Singapore (Wong, 1969). The only difference between the approaches before the 

1960s and the post-1960s was the emphasis on Singapore in the historical narrative. For 

all the newly independent Afro-Asia countries after World War II, the move was away 

from studying colonial histories to the studying of their own national history. According 

to Wong (1970), there was no change to the pedagogical approach to history teaching. 

Even criticisms levelled at the history curriculum centred on what ought to be taught, 

rather than how it should be taught. Critics of the old curriculum wanted it to move 

away from content that emphasised the rules of emperors and their officials. They 

argued that instead of glorifying the killings of millions because of conquests and 

colonisations, students should be taught the socio-economic history of people to enable 

them to understand the lives of others, so as to inculcate a sense of respect for them 

(Editorial, 1969).  

 

 Whilst the earlier history curriculum reviews focused mainly on the content of 

history and what ought to be taught, the history curriculum reviews in the 1980s 

included suggested teaching strategies for the teachers. This was a critical departure 

from past practices as the teachers were given more specific instructions to liven their 

history lessons and make them more interesting and meaningful to the students. This 

would also move the teachers away from teaching the subject didactically. (MOE, 1982). 

Although in its infancy, this marked the development of the history curriculum not just 

as a tool to meet the social and political needs of the country, but also its development 

as an academic discipline at the secondary level. Several teaching strategies were 
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suggested for the lower secondary history curriculum (MOE, 1982, p. 2), namely: 

• Teachers should be encouraged to help their students to relate specific 

aspects of the past to Singapore’s present and future whenever such 

examples are relevant and instructive. 

• A variety of teaching methods appropriate to each topic should be employed 

to make history lessons more lively, interesting and meaningful than the 

traditional “chalk and talk” method allows. 

• Normal classroom teaching with the aid of visual resources such as 

transparencies, slides and films may be used. 

• Field trips to various places of historical interest to stimulate students’ 

interest should be conducted: The Port Authority, Fort Siloso at Sentosa and 

the Jurong Industrial Estate. 

• Enquiry learning in the form of project work which may arise from 

fieldwork or research may be conducted. 

• The use of scrapbooks to keep a dossier of pictures, photographs or 

newspaper articles of historical interest. Teachers should use their 

professional expertise to experiment and develop other methods that will 

enhance learning.  

 

 Interestingly, the idea of using the “enquiry learning” (or inquiry learning) as a 

pedagogical approach remained on the fringe (only in the form of project work) for 

several decades until it was introduced as a “mainstream” (teaching in the classroom) 

approach in more recent years.  

 

 When the lower secondary history curriculum was revised again in 1992, MOE 

added two more teaching strategies to the existing ones: 

• Teachers are also encouraged to use the conceptual approach where 

appropriate. 

• Field trips to places of historical interest within and outside [emphasis added] 

Singapore could be conducted.  

  

 This was the first time the idea of a conceptual approach was mentioned in a 

lower secondary history syllabus document. It was a substantial departure from previous 

pedagogical approaches, as the emphasis was starting to shift away from the acquisition 
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of knowledge content to encouraging an understanding of concepts that were important 

in the discipline of history. Key concepts were identified for each topic and these 

concepts were stated in the syllabus document to help teachers plan their lessons. 

Attention is now turned to the discussion of the assessment of history. 

 

Assessment of History  

 History assessments in the 1950s were predominantly British-centric and 

focused mainly on British history and the history of the British Empire. Students who 

offered to sit for the School Certificate examinations at the end of Standard IX would 

start preparing for it in Standard VIII. The examination consisted of a 2 ½ hour paper 

based on one of the subjects that focused on British history, European history, the 

history of the British Empire and its Commonwealth and the development of tropical 

Africa. Two other papers were recommended to be included as alternatives, namely the 

History of South-East Asia and Chinese History (Department of Education, 1954, p. 3). 

 

 The Sub-Committee made recommendations on the amount of time that should 

be spent in preparation for the School Certificate Syllabus. In general, it was 

recommended that average students should spend no more than four terms to prepare for 

the School Certificate Syllabus; above average students should spend no more than 

three. And below average students were recommended to spend up to six terms to 

prepare for the School Certificate (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 13). 

 

 After 1965, the assessment focus was altered to consider the fact that Singapore 

was no longer a State of the Federation of Malaysia, but a fully independent and 

sovereign country. Accordingly, the assessment changed to reflect the political reality at 

that juncture and focused on testing the knowledge of the students on not just the 

histories of other countries and more importantly, the history of Singapore. The History 

Department of the University of Singapore recommended that the examination of 

history should only begin at the end of Primary Four. For the secondary levels, it 

recommended a paper consisting of two sections, one on Malaysia and the other on 

Singapore. Events elsewhere that affected the history of Malaysia and Singapore could 

form part of the syllabus as well (Wong, L. K., 1969, Wong to P. B. Ong, February 28, 

1969). Traditionally, the Cambridge Examinations Syndicate had prescribed the 

Secondary 3 & 4 syllabi. However, over time, the Syndicate had accepted many of the 
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suggestions for changes by the Ministry of Education. In view of this, the History 

Department was instructed by the Ministry not to “become prisoners of the existing 

Cambridge History syllabuses” (Ong, P. B., 1969, Ong to L. K. Wong, February 21, 

1969, p. 1) in writing a new syllabus for the schools.  

 

 A major shift in history assessment came in 1972 when history (and geography) 

was no longer examinable in the Primary School Leaving Examination, even though it 

was still taught in the schools as part of the primary school curriculum. The reasons for 

the removal of the subject were to “lighten the examination load of the students” and 

allow the “incentive to pass examination be replaced by other desirable incentives 

which stimulate and activate the students in the learning process” (Lim, 1972, p. 1). 

Although formal examinations were not conducted at all primary levels, informal class 

tests and other forms of evaluation were still used to assess the students’ learning. 

Furthermore, principals were given the discretion to decide whether to include the 

results of such forms of evaluation in the students’ report books (Lim, 1972).  

 

 Examinations continued to play the role of gatekeepers to educational 

advancements throughout the Singaporean education system (Gregory & Clarke, 2003). 

At the secondary level, history assessment continued to be part of the high-stakes 

assessment in the 1980s and 1990s. Students were expected to sit for school-based tests 

(commonly known as Continuous Assessments) and examinations throughout their four 

or five years of studies in a secondary school. Furthermore, major national examinations 

(known as Normal Level and Ordinary Level) would be held at the end of the fourth or 

fifth year to determine students’ suitability for higher education. MOE, in conjunction 

with the Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate, would hold such examinations. 

History was, and continues to be, one of the examinable subjects at the N and O Level if 

students chose to offer the subject at the upper secondary level.  

 

 At the lower secondary level, history as a compulsory subject was assessed in 

several ways, including school-based examinations. In the 1992 lower secondary history 

syllabus document, it was suggested that assessments might include “test items such as 

fill-in-the-blanks, matching items, multiple-choice questions, map work, 

sequencing/chronology, structured/stimulus questions and short-paragraph questions. 

Project work (individual or group), which may arise from fieldwork or research might 
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be included as part of continuous assessment” (MOE, 1992, p. 10).        

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has provided a discussion of the development of the history 

curriculum in Singapore from 1953 to 1996 and presented findings that address the first 

research question: What is the historical background to the teaching of history in 

Singaporean secondary schools from 1953 until 1996? The following points have been 

found to be most significant: 

 

Changing Functions of History Teaching  

 The changing functions of teaching history at the secondary level in Singapore 

can be seen in the way the objectives of history teaching and its content have evolved 

over the years. Put simply, the objectives of teaching history have changed according to 

the political and economic fortunes of the country, until the mid-1980s when increasing 

emphasis was placed on the subject as an academic discipline. Under colonial rule, 

history teaching was predominantly British-centric as students learned about British 

history, the British Empire and its Commonwealth. The main aim was to encourage the 

local populace to view their colonial master in a benign manner that would help to 

support British rule in Singapore.  

 

 However, the British-centric focus started to shift after World War II and the 

Japanese Occupation of Singapore. The myth of the supremacy of the Western Powers 

was shattered as the local populace was awoken to the shocking realisation that their 

seemingly invincible colonial master had been defeated by Japan, an Asian country, 

which was believed to be too weak to do so. The historical narrative in the 1950s and 

early 1960s changed to reflect an increasing desire by the local populace to seek 

independence from the British. When Singapore separated from Malaysia in 1965, the 

objectives of teaching history were changed again to support Singapore’s new political 

status as a sovereign country. The political function of teaching history dominated much 

of history education in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  

 

 However, this political function of teaching history started to give way to its 

economic imperative in the mid-1970s, as Singapore began to restructure its economy. 

The focus then was to educate enough students for the expanding industries, and history 
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education was aimed at supporting industrial growth with recommendations being made 

to teach topics related to industrialisation. The economic setback that Singapore 

suffered in 1985 gave rise to major changes in the education system and affected the 

way history education was viewed. The “rote-learning” approach towards the subject 

was discouraged in favour of an approach that promoted critical and creative thinking. It 

was believed that this would serve the needs of the country better as students learn to be 

“flexible” thinkers in an economic environment that required them to apply their 

knowledge.    

 

Pedagogical Approach  

 From the 1960s to the 1970s, the most urgent task was to ensure that education 

was accessible to all (Lee, 1992, p. 4). Most of the earlier revisions of the history 

curriculum focused mainly on the kind of content students should learn, rather than on 

how the content was taught in the classroom. However, from the 1980s onwards, the 

focus was on improving the quality of education. Over the decades, the pedagogical 

approach towards the teaching of history had changed from one that emphasised the 

acquisition of historical content knowledge to one that encouraged the learning of 

historical concepts and skills that were deemed to be important in the discipline of 

history. Furthermore, teachers were discouraged from adopting the “chalk-and-talk” 

approach in the classroom, in order to make history lessons more interesting for the 

students. One way to do so was to bring students out on field trips that, it was deemed, 

would deepen their learning.  

 

Competency Building 

 In the 1950s, the history curriculum was mostly written and reviewed by a sub-

committee or subject committee set up by the Department of Education (Ministry of 

Education after 1955). However, these committees did not have the expertise, or the 

mandate to produce the materials or textbooks needed to implement the syllabi. Instead, 

the committee reviewed available textbooks sold locally or in other countries, for 

suitable ones to be used in the schools. In most of these cases, the Ministry had to draw 

on the expertise of academia from the universities to help review those books. It was not 

until 1969 that the responsibility of writing the history syllabi and, wherever possible, 

writing of the history textbooks in English fell to the History Department of Singapore. 

However, MOE, in developing the history curriculum, was still grappling with a lack of 
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“in-house ability” to write the textbooks on its own, and produce the necessary teaching 

materials to implement the syllabi. Eventually, this ability was strengthened with the 

establishment of the Development Branch in 1973 and the setting up of CDIS in 1980. 

In the next chapter, the findings of the second research question regarding the 

development of the history curriculum from 1997 to the present will be presented.        
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CHAPTER SIX 

HISTORY CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT, 1997–PRESENT: 

THE LEAP FORWARD 

 

Introduction 

 Chapter Five discussed the development of the secondary history curriculum 

from 1953 to 1996. It served as a historical background to this chapter in which a 

specific discussion of the recent developments occurring in the history curriculum is 

undertaken. One key observation in the development of the history curriculum from the 

1950s to the late 1990s was the significant role played by broader political and 

economic forces in shaping the history curriculum. Whilst history education before the 

1990s served to ensure the political and economic survival of Singapore; its function 

post-1990s changed to support the political unity of the country and its economic 

sustainability. This change was, in part, due to the introduction of several key initiatives, 

namely, National Education (NE), Thinking Schools Learning Nation (TSLN), and 

Innovation and Enterprise (I&E), implemented in the late 1990s. These were the 

initiatives that helped to shape the education landscape to a large extent.  

 

 This chapter addresses the second research question: What are the recent 

developments since 1997 that have taken place in relation to the teaching of history in 

Singaporean secondary schools? It continues with the discussion of the development of 

history curriculum in Singapore, covering the period from 1997 to the present. This 

chapter is presented in three sections, with each section dedicated to the discussion of 

the history curriculum in each of the relevant decades. The first section describes the 

development of the history curriculum from 1997 to 2006. The second section covers 

the period from 2007 to the present. The third section provides a discussion of 

developments in the history curriculum from 1997 to the present by focusing the 

discussion on some central elements of the history curriculum in Singapore. These 

elements of the history curriculum are: the objectives for teaching history; the content of 

history; the pedagogical approach in teaching history; and the assessment of history.  

 

History Curriculum Developments, 1997–2006 

 History curriculum development reached a critical turning point when two key 

initiatives were launched in 1997. One of them was the former Prime Minister of 
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Singapore, Goh Chok Tong’s vision of TSLN, and the other was the then Deputy Prime 

Minister, Lee Hsien Loong’s launch of the NE initiative. Both of these initiatives 

influenced the development of the history curriculum to a large extent, and thus warrant 

attention in this chapter. The following commentary examines the significance and 

impact of the NE and the TSLN initiatives.  

 

Introduction of National Education  

 Lee Hsien Loong, the then Deputy Prime Minster, and currently the Prime 

Minister, launched the NE initiative on 17 May 1997. Following the launch, a slew of 

changes was made to education policies, and, in particular, to humanities curricula 

across all levels of education, including the introduction of a new compulsory subject 

called social studies at the upper secondary level in 2001. This new subject has been 

examined in the national examinations since 2002.  

 

 Put simply, upper secondary social studies focuses on the study of “issues 

central to Singapore’s survival and success–the principles of governance, the strategies 

that have brought Singapore thus far, the role of key institutions and future challenges” 

(Lee, 1997, p. 4). Case studies from all over the world are used to exemplify the issues 

under examination. In the formal curriculum, NE was introduced into subjects such as 

history, geography and civics and moral education at the secondary level (p. 3). The 

urgency shown in the implementation of NE as a curriculum underscored the 

significance and impact of NE on the development of the humanities curricula, 

including the history curriculum.  

 

Rationale for National Education 

 In his speech to launch the NE initiative in schools, Lee Hsien Loong (Lee, 1997) 

explained the background to NE and the rationale for adopting it. Against the backdrop 

of a relatively young nation where many students and younger Singaporeans were 

oblivious to the perilous conditions that led to the country’s independence, he reasoned 

there was a need to develop a sense of nationhood amongst the people that would help 

the country to survive and thrive into the future. He went on to comment that without 

this sense of nationhood, Singapore “will not acquire the right instincts to bond together 

as one nation, or maintain the will to survive and prosper in an uncertain world” (p. 1). 

To avoid this dire situation, he argued that the transmission of such a shared sense of 
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nationhood should be undertaken systematically to succeeding cohorts of people in 

Singapore.  

 

 To support his argument that NE was not unique to Singapore, he cited the 

examples of Japan and the United States as countries that still needed to transmit their 

national values to succeeding generations of people, despite their long histories and 

deep cultures (Lee, 1997). He believed that more should be done to “imbue the right 

values and instincts in the psyche of the young, given that Singapore was a 

comparatively young nation” (Lee, 1997, p. 2).    

 

Objectives of National Education 

 To achieve the objective of NE, six NE messages were created to remind 

students of Singapore’s vulnerabilities and constraints (MOE, 2007a). These are as 

follows: 

• Singapore is our homeland; this is where we belong. 

• We must preserve racial and religious harmony. 

• We must uphold meritocracy and incorruptibility. 

• No one owes Singapore a living. 

• We must ourselves defend Singapore.  

• We have confidence in our future.    

 

 These messages acted as reminders to the students of the arduous road that 

Singapore took to gain independence and how hard it was to achieve success in the face 

of global competition. Arguably, these messages were intended to “prevent a sense of 

complacency and entitlement” (MOE, 2007a, p. 1) amongst the people.  

  

 In explaining the aim of NE, which was “to develop national cohesion, the 

instinct for survival and confidence in our future” (Lee, 1997, p. 2), Lee Hsien Loong 

laid out four elements to achieve this objective, namely: 

• Fostering a sense of identity, pride and self-respect as Singaporeans. 

• Knowing the Singapore Story–how Singapore succeeded against the odds to 

become a nation. 

• Understanding Singapore’s unique challenges, constraints and 

vulnerabilities, which makes the country different from others. 
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• Instilling the core values of Singapore’s way of life, and the will to prevail, 

that ensure the country’s continued success and well-being.  

 

 Looking beyond the first and fourth elements, which were aimed at inculcating a 

sense of patriotism amongst students, the second and third elements clearly aimed at 

ensuring that students acquired knowledge of Singapore’s political past. The second 

element–“Knowing the Singapore Story” and the third element “Understanding 

Singapore’s unique challenges, constraints and vulnerabilities” focused squarely on 

Singapore’s transition from a British colony to an independent state. On this, Lee Hsien 

Loong (1997) commented, “National Education is not an abstract sermon on general 

principles of nationhood,” but has to do with a “special story–the story of Singapore” (p. 

1), and how it became what it is today. However, according to Loh (1998), the use of 

such officially sanctioned historical knowledge was in sharp contrast to the 

government’s earlier rejection of history as a “threat to nation-building” (p. 2). He 

pointed to how the People’s Action Party (PAP) had made use of the Singapore Story as 

a “tactical selection of facts” that were used to justify the “PAP’s continued hegemony 

in parliament” (Loh, 1998, pp. 6–7) for bringing about prosperity to the country. For 

instance, the Japanese invasion of Singapore was construed as a keen reminder of how 

“present-day Singaporeans need to remain ever mindful of real and potential threats to 

the island’s sovereignty” (p. 8), but not to indulge the population in the “memories of 

oppression and suffering under Japanese rule,” to maintain good economic relations 

with Japan that were essential to Singapore’s economic survival. Clearly, the overriding 

objectives of NE had a huge impact on the kind of history students were to learn in 

schools. 

 

Challenges Arising from Implementing the National Education Initiative   

 There were, however, some challenges that threatened to impede the success of 

NE. The difficulty of teaching NE was not lost on the political leaders, as it was not just 

intended to inculcate an intellectual understanding of the country’s past in the students, 

but also to develop the students’ emotional attachment to the country and to their fellow 

citizens. To achieve this, Lee Hsien Loong believed that it would require the teachers to 

be passionate about their country, and to understand the collective interests of the 

people and the values they stood on (Lee, 1997). In his words, “the most vivid lessons 

in NE are to be found not in the books, but in what we live through and what we 
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observe happening around us” (p. 5). In essence, in order to achieve the objectives of 

NE, the implementation of NE in the formal curricula requires political will from the 

government, convictions from the educators and acceptance from the students. Suffice it 

to say that the success of such an undertaking could not be assured from the onset.     

 

 Another challenge that arose because of the way in which the Singapore Story 

was construed was its impact on the construction of the country’s history. According to 

Lee Hsien Loong (1997, p. 5):  

  The Singapore Story is based on historical facts…of an accurate 

understanding of what happened in the past, and what this history 

means for us today. It is objective [emphasis added] history, seen from a 

Singapore standpoint. 

 

 However, this notion of objective history has been a contentious point with 

academics (Loh, 1998; Loh & Lee, 2010; Sim, 2013) who feel that such an approach to 

conceiving history puts constraints on the ways in which history can be understood and 

presented. In arguing against the substance of the “Singapore Story,” Loh and Lee 

(2010) argue that NE seemingly rejects alternative interpretations of the past, and, in 

turn, creates problems as to how teachers and students deal with imagination and 

empathy in the history classroom. This view echoes what Loh (1998) has earlier 

claimed that the Singapore Story “predetermines how Singaporeans perceive and 

interpret the reality they experience…to the extent that they regard the regime’s ideas 

uncritically as ‘common-sense’ truisms” (p. 17). For Loh and Lee (2010), NE was 

problematic as it was contrived to serve a political agenda that was not open to scrutiny 

and critique from its opponents. By portraying the Singapore Story as objective history, 

Loh (1998) argued that Lee Hsien Loong had made the mistake of shutting out 

alternative interpretations of the past by excluding the views of PAP’s opponents, 

thereby reducing the Singapore Story to simply an account of the past and denying the 

complexities of Singapore’s history. If these assertions were correct, the implications 

for the teaching of history in Singapore would be severe, as students would be exposed 

to a biased version of the country’s history.    

 

 Furthermore, Yilmaz (2008) has argued that history is not an inherently coherent 

narrative that is simply made up of historical facts that have meanings of their own. 
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History of the past, it is held, is made up of disjointed facts and fragments that require a 

skilful historian to piece together, and be contextualised, so that it becomes intelligible. 

During the process of constructing history, a historian needs to apply his or her own 

imagination, which is subject to one’s own values and beliefs, to establish the links 

between those historical facts. Such a process of writing history, therefore, requires 

subjective applications of value judgements, and any claim that history is objective 

would strip it of its humanistic element, as it would seem to suggest that it could exist 

independently of the human mind (p. 39).     

 

 In addition, when problematising the national curriculum in the form of the 

Singapore Story, one could imagine how Apple (1993) may have argued that such a 

curriculum would not make any sense at all. His scepticism about the idea of a common 

culture is because it represses the cultural diversities of a society that we all live in. To 

him, the objective history from the perspective of Lee Hsien Loong, would be 

interpreted as nothing more than the reproduction of a Rightist version of history that 

could only serve to “contain politics” (p. 229); it is not, therefore, a curriculum which is 

a public good that needs to be discussed, debated and negotiated within society.   

 

 A third challenge of NE is that it is seems to be at odds with the TSLN policy. 

This is because the officially sanctioned singular historical narrative [Singapore Story] 

cannot be reconciled with the broader goals of developing students into critical thinkers 

(Loh & Lee, 2010). When Goh Chok Tong, then Prime Minster of Singapore, launched 

the policy of TSLN, he argued that Thinking Schools must be cradled for “questioning 

and searching” (Goh, 1997, p. 3), so that students can acquire the desire for new 

knowledge, even after leaving the school. However, as Loh and Lee (2010) have 

pointed out, there was an inherent contradiction between encouraging students to 

develop critical thinking competencies, which were the goals of Thinking Schools, and 

indoctrinating them with a didactic version of the country’s history through the telling 

of the Singapore Story. One could hardly expect the students to be discerning thinkers, 

yet at the same time, not apply the same intellectual scepticism to the study of his or her 

own country’s history and simply believe that history [Singapore Story] written in this 

way could be objective.   
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  The fourth challenge that NE may pose is the amount of time for it to be 

implemented in schools. This was achieved at the “expense” of the other subjects that 

saw a reduction in the amount of curriculum time they were allocated. To realise the 

concept of TSLN, the curriculum and assessment were reviewed so that the amount of 

content knowledge could be reduced to make time for the development of creative and 

critical thinking (Goh, 1997). However, the time saved from the content reduction in 

other subjects such as history, was not “given back” to it in terms of an increased 

amount of time devoted to teaching critical and creative skills within the subject. This is 

because the time removed from these affected subjects had to be channelled into the 

creation of another subject, namely, social studies. Social studies, as a subject, stands 

apart from the existing humanities subjects such as history and geography as it has its 

own set of content knowledge (Sim, 2005). It was created to cover issues that were 

deemed critical to Singapore’s survival and success (Lee, 1997).  

 

Review of National Education in Singaporean Schools  

 The implementation of NE can be seen in both the formal and the informal 

curriculum (MOE, 2007a), and its emphasis has not abated even in the years after its 

introduction in 1997 (Teo, 1998b, 2000c; MOE, 2007a). This underscores its 

importance within the context of the Singaporean education system. More specifically, 

the impact of NE on the humanities subjects has been profound and it has persisted over 

the years.  

 

 After nearly ten years of implementing NE in schools, the initiative was 

reviewed by the Singaporean government in August 2006. The Committee on NE was 

formed to review NE in schools and it was briefed to suggest ways in which NE could 

be made more relevant and engaging for the students (MOE, 2007a). The then Minister 

of State for Education, Lui Tuck Yew, chaired the committee. The report of its findings 

and recommendations was submitted to the government in January 2007. A total of 16 

recommendations were made to facilitate the next phase of NE: Ownership, 

Engagement and Empowerment (p. 6).  

 

 At this juncture in the commentary, two of the recommendations are singled out 

for further discussion given their relevance to the impact they have on humanities 

education in secondary schools, namely, Recommendation 6 and Recommendation 8.  
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 Recommendation 6 sought to create more opportunities for students to arrive at 

their own conclusions about issues concerning Singapore through the exploration of 

alternative viewpoints in classroom discussions. Although the Review Committee 

recognises the need for older students to express their own thoughts and perspectives, it 

was also suggested that these discussions could be “founded on a common set of 

fundamental values” and guided by the educator “towards informed, rational and 

balanced views” (MOE, 2007a, p. 11). It is hard to imagine the amount of “guidance” 

the educator needs to extend to the students so that they will be informed, rational and 

balanced in their views.  

 

 A deeper reading of the recommendation, however, might tempt one to conclude 

that such discussions could only take place under regulated conditions, as the “founding 

of a common set of fundamental values” (p. 11) necessitated the framing of out-of-

bound markers before the discussions could start. It is likely that such a common set of 

fundamental values would be sanctioned by the authorities. Under these conditions, NE 

functioned more as a transmitter of norms than as an instrument to develop critical 

thinking skills in the students. Whilst the explicit aim of Recommendation 6 was to 

encourage an attitude of reflective inquiry amongst students, the suggestion that 

“discussions be founded on a common set of fundamental values” (MOE, 2007a, p. 11) 

potentially placed restrictions on how the discussions would progress. This could 

ultimately drive NE towards an approach that would only seek to develop students into 

responsible citizens without a critical disposition. This is a problem that is also apparent 

in Recommendation 8, the second recommendation to be discussed.  

 

 Recommendation 8 called for the creation of “different experiences to spark 

students’ imagination about Singapore’s past, present and future” (MOE, 2007a, p. 12). 

Teachers were encouraged to use other mediums such as films and role-play to help 

students relate better to the Singapore Story (p. 12). It was believed that the different 

mediums would enable students to “better relate to, and identify with” (p. 12) the 

Singapore Story, thereby engaging them at a personal level and not just at an intellectual 

level. The emphasis, however, is still on getting students to identify with the officially 

sanctioned version of the Singapore Story using media arts.  
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 The introduction of NE in schools has had an enduring impact on the education 

system in Singapore. Judging by the emphasis the government has placed on NE over 

the years, it cannot be dismissed as an education fad that would just go away once new 

initiatives are introduced and take precedence over it (Sim, 2005). In fact, the review of 

NE in schools in 2007 has suggested that the government continues to be very serious 

about entrenching it as part of the education system. The lessons learned and feedback 

gained in the first ten years of its implementation have been instrumental in changing 

the way NE is taught in schools.  

 

 Instead of pushing NE messages forcefully in the formal and informal 

curriculum, which would cause students to be sceptical towards them, the new direction 

called for a more emotive and engaging approach in its implementation. The emphasis, 

however, was still on encouraging students to relate well to the official version of the 

Singapore Story, as the NE messages remained unchanged. Put simply, whilst the 

method of implementing NE has changed; its content has not. In addition to NE, another 

initiative that had significant impact on the development of the history curriculum was 

the introduction of TSLN, which is now discussed.     

 

Thinking Schools, Learning Nation Initiative (TSLN) 

 The prime minister of Singapore from 1990 to 2004, Goh Chok Tong, charted 

the future of Singapore’s education system with his vision of TSLN when he spoke at 

the opening of the 7th International Conference on Thinking on 2 June 1997. In that 

speech, he outlined a future that was increasingly hard to predict, meaning that any 

nation wishing to succeed must be able to develop its people’s capacity to learn 

continuously to adapt to an increasingly competitive global environment. To meet these 

challenges in the future, he called for a “total learning environment” (Goh, 1997, p. 3) 

that included schools, the workplace, homes, workers and employers, community 

organisations and the government to help realise the vision of TSLN.  

 

 To prepare the nation for a highly competitive global environment, the former 

Prime Minster believed that schools must play a central role to develop citizens who are 

not only committed to the country, but also possess the cognitive ability to make sound 

decisions that can promote Singapore’s success. To that end, a fundamental review of 

the school curriculum and assessment system was deemed to be necessary. The PM 
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believed that the content of the curriculum had to be cut back to encourage teachers and 

students to spend more time developing critical and creative thinking skills. The aim 

was to inspire students’ passion for learning, instead of studying just to do well in 

examinations (Goh, 1997).  

 

Impact of Thinking Schools, Learning Nation Initiative        

 The education landscape changed substantially in the latter part of 1990s, as the 

focus shifted to emphasise the teaching of critical and creative thinking skills with the 

intention of preparing students for the 21st century world. The MOE felt that the 

education system needed to move beyond focusing on factual or content knowledge and 

devote more time developing students in their ability to think critically and creatively. 

To this end, curriculum content had to be reduced accordingly (Teo, 1998a). To support 

the new learning environment in which both students and teachers would become 

inquisitive learners, the school was reconceptualised as a “learning organisation” (Teo, 

1998a, p. 3). 

 

 In March 1998, Teo Chee Hean, then Minster for Education, delivered a 

ministerial statement at the Parliamentary Budget Debate that outlined the steps taken 

by his ministry to move towards the vision of TSLN. In that statement, he emphasised 

the need to provide a “holistic education” (Teo, 1998c, p. 1) that transcended academic 

achievements to include cognitive development as an integral part of a comprehensive 

education system. Fending off concerns from members of the public that the new 

direction would drive down academic rigour and performance, he maintained that 

society could not be worse off by developing students to think critically and 

independently, and nurturing them into responsible citizens with high moral values. He 

spent a considerable amount of time in his statement to explain the initiative taken by 

his ministry to strengthen the teaching of creative and critical thinking by appointing an 

External Review Team to review the national curriculum. 

 

 As mentioned earlier in Chapter 5, a key development in the latter part of 1990s 

was the commissioning of an External Review Team by the Ministry of Education to 

review the curriculum in schools. The team submitted a report to the Ministry in August 

1997, and the report was reviewed over the next few years to ensure that the 

implementation of the changes would take place smoothly. In the interest of a smooth 
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implementation of the changes, the bulk of them were only introduced into schools from 

2001 onwards (Teo, 1998c). Attention is now turned to examining the impact of the 

report. 

  

The External Review Team Report and its Significance 

 In 1996, Professor Hang Chang Chieh, Deputy Vice-Chancellor of the National 

University of Singapore, was asked by the MOE to lead an external review of the 

curriculum and assessment system at the primary, secondary and junior college level in 

Singapore. The report, which comprised seven chapters, was entitled “Learning, 

Creating, Communicating: A Curriculum Review” (Teo, 1998c). It outlined the 

challenges for education in the 21st century and the corresponding strategies and 

measures needed to produce citizens who would be ready for the future. In order to 

prepare for such a future, the Review Team believed that the education system must be 

able to nurture students who are “Learners, Creators and Communicators, and possess 

the correct knowledge foundation and learning skills” (External Review Team, 1997, pp. 

1–2). 

 

 After nine months of deliberations, the Review Team found, amongst other 

issues, and problems, that the secondary (and junior college) curriculum was packed 

with too much content. These curricula were also perceived to focus too narrowly on 

quantifiable academic achievements such as examination results. To address these 

problems, the Review Team recommended that all students be provided with more 

opportunities for self-directed learning, in the form of project work or open-ended 

assignments that allowed students to engage in independent research work.  

 

 A review of the curriculum was also recommended to be undertaken by 

curriculum and subject specialists for shifting the focus from content knowledge to 

developing students’ ability to think critically and creatively (p. 36). To support such an 

independent-learning environment, it was recommended that the syllabus content be 

reduced by up to 30 percent (External Review Team, 1997).  

 

 Another area of concern raised by the Review Team was an over-emphasis on 

examination performance that resulted in “over-teaching” and “over-drilling” (p. 11) by 

teachers. According to the Review Team, the mode of teaching was didactic and left 



	
	

	
	
	

112	
	

little room for students to explore their ideas or curiosity. The learning environment, it 

was held, stifled creativity as students lost enthusiasm in learning and depended largely 

on the notes prepared by the teachers to prepare for examinations. For the students, the 

main goal of education was to score well in the examinations (p. 12). In other words, it 

was purported that a situation had been reached whereby the “assessment tail was 

wagging the curriculum dog” (Sergiovanni, Starratt & Cho, 2014).  

 

 The Review Team made both short-term and long-term recommendations to 

address the concerns they had about the education system. Some of these 

recommendations (for secondary education) that are pertinent to the study reported here 

will be discussed. Accordingly, in curriculum and teaching, one of the short-term 

recommendations was to review all the O Level syllabi with the aim of reducing or 

removing content that was not crucial to pursuing the subject at the junior college level.  

 

 In curriculum development and implementation, the Review Team 

recommended that schools be given more autonomy over the use of textbooks and 

workbooks produced by the Ministry or any other approved bodies. Teachers were 

encouraged to modify those workbooks to better meet the needs of their students 

(External Review Team, p. 14). For assessment, the Review Team recommended that 

the examination boards include less predictable questions that would encourage students 

to move away from rote-learning and apply higher order thinking skills. Such an 

approach, it was held, would bring the focus back to the learning process in the 

education system (p. 14).  

 

 For the longer term, the Review Team was of the view that the number of 

subjects to be offered at the O Level should be capped at eight for all schools, and a 

balance in terms of the different subject combinations should be struck (p. 15).  

 

 The Review Team’s recommendations paved the way for introducing changes to 

further improve the quality of education across all levels of schooling in Singapore. 

Whilst the decades preceding the mid-1980s were preoccupied with concerns that were 

more quantitative in nature, such as having enough schools to enrol all children and 

having adequate teachers joining the teaching service; education issues since the mid-

1980s have been mostly concerned with improving the quality of education. Until the 
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appointment of the External Review Team, there had been no system-wide review of the 

education system conducted concurrently at all three levels of schooling, namely, 

primary, secondary and junior college.  

 

 The Review Team conducted a systemic review of a substantial portion of the 

education system to provide a comprehensive and coherent overhaul that would 

entrench the education system in a direction whereby quality is emphasised over 

quantity. Many of the changes and recommendations made by the Review Team left 

their indelible marks on the Singaporean education system into the 21st century. History, 

as a subject, did not escape these wider systemic changes. Attention is now turned to a 

consideration of the changes that occurred in the history curriculum, as a result of the 

recommendations made by the Review Team.    

 

Revised History Curriculum 

 In accordance with the recommendations made by the External Review Team, 

interim changes were introduced in 1988 to reduce the amount of content in the history 

syllabus to allow teachers the time that they needed to realise the vision of TSLN, whilst 

a more thorough review of the syllabi for all subjects was carried out (MOE, 1998b, 

1998c; Teo, 2000b). Both the lower and upper secondary history syllabi were subject to 

reduction in curriculum content to realise this vision. The reduced syllabi were 

implemented in January 1999. Curriculum Specialists from the MOE consulted 

academics from tertiary institutions and key personnel from schools on the content to be 

reduced.  

 

 Furthermore, input was also sought from the junior colleges, the Institute of 

Technical Education and the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate on 

the proposed cuts in syllabi, especially about content that was not considered necessary 

for further learning at higher levels. The content that was removed or reduced included 

the following (MOE, 1998b, p. 1; 1998c, p. 1): 

• Concepts or skills which are not fundamental to the essence of the subject 

studied or which rely on plain recall. 

• Content which overlapped with that taught at other levels in the same 

subject or with what is taught in other subjects. 

• Content which focuses on technical details rather than conceptual 
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understanding and is no longer relevant in the Singaporean context or in real 

world practice. 

• Content which is too difficult or abstract for the intended level. 

 

 However, essential knowledge, skills and values that were considered 

fundamental to the learning of the subject of history remained. No changes were made 

to the curriculum time devoted to the development of instructional materials. MOE also 

recommended no changes should be made to the mode and format of assessment in the 

new history syllabi. Nonetheless, if changes had to be made to the format of assessment 

because of the reduction in content, the Ministry cautioned the schools that students 

should not be put at a disadvantage in their assessment (MOE, 1998b, 1998c).  

 

 Education, thus far, had been driven by the needs of the economy, and the 

demands of a knowledge economy required a different approach in developing the 

potential and talents of the students to meet the challenges of the 21st century (Teo, 

2000a). Recognising that the future was fraught with uncertainties and the demands of 

jobs were not easily pre-determined, MOE began to prepare students to be life-long 

learners who possess the skills and abilities to adapt quickly to global changes (Teo, 

1999). Clearly, the focus was aimed at developing students in their processing skills, 

rather than just equipping them with more content knowledge. In 2000, a revised lower 

secondary history curriculum was implemented to meet the changing societal needs of 

the country, and the demands of a changing domestic and world economy (MOE, 1999).  

 

Increasing Emphasis on Critical Thinking Skills 

 In his first reply on the state of schools during the Committee of Supply Debate 

in 2000, Teo Chee Hean, the then Minister for Education, informed Members that the 

education system had shifted from being efficiency-driven to becoming ability-driven. 

According to him, such a shift necessitated that emphasis be placed on the development 

of each child’s potential and talent to the fullest extent, through a “mass customised 

approach” (Teo, 2000b, p. 2) in education. He explained how the process of mass 

customisation of education had begun in 1980 with ability-based streaming in schools 

that allowed students of different abilities to learn at their own pace. He assured the 

Members that further customisation would continue to take place in the following years, 

and the strategies taken to implement it would focus on the following four key areas 
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(Teo, 2000b): 

• hardware and infrastructure; 

• the curriculum; 

• school management; and  

• people.  

 

 In curriculum, the MOE had identified eight core skills and values that were 

deemed to be essential for students to realise their full potential (Teo, 2000b, p. 3). They 

are: 

• character development; 

• self-management skills; 

• social and cooperative skills; 

• literacy and numeracy skills; 

• communication skills; 

• information skills; 

• knowledge application skills; and  

• thinking skills and creativity. 

 

 The MOE continued to drive its education reforms towards a greater emphasis 

on improving the quality of education and the acquisition of higher-order thinking skills, 

as it believed that these would help the students to meet the demands of the 21st century 

workplace (Goh, 2000). To that end, Tharman Shanmugaratnam, then Acting Minister 

for Education, unveiled the next phase of education by introducing the I&E initiative in 

schools at the MOE Work Plan Seminar in 2003.  

 

 The aim of this initiative was to nurture in the students a spirit of risk taking by 

broadening their experience outside the classroom. Whilst retaining the strengths in 

subjects such as mathematics and science, he called for the next phase of education to 

focus on laying a strong foundation in the humanities, as these subjects were believed to 

be crucial in developing people’s ability to deal with situations that were ambiguous and 

had no straight-forward answers (Shanmugaratnam, 2003). He envisaged I&E as a 

continuing journey, which required educational structures and flexible curriculum to 

encourage a qualitative change in the ways teachers and students interact with each 

other in and out of the classroom. To achieve that, he believed that educators needed to 
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rethink teaching and learning in terms of the “why” and the “how” (Shanmugaratnam, 

2004, p. 2).   

  

 This push for quality education gained greater traction when the Prime Minister 

of Singapore, Lee Hsien Loong, called for teachers to “teach less to our students so that 

they will learn more” [emphasis added] during the National Day Rally in 2004 (Lee, 

2004, pg. 13). In his speech, he reported to the audience a survey conducted by the 

MOE of chief executive officers and employers. MOE learned from the employers that 

school leavers who had just joined the workplace were averse to risk-taking, and 

preferred the conventional methods of doing things. Lee felt this was a weakness that 

had to be addressed in the context of a rapidly changing global environment (p. 2). The 

direction set by the Prime Minster reinforced the I&E initiative introduced a year earlier 

at the MOE Work Plan Seminar. The education initiatives introduced in the early 2000s 

continued to be implemented through the decade, resulting in further development of 

the history curriculum, which is now examined. 

 

History Curriculum Developments, 2007–Present 

 The sustained push for qualitative changes in the education system shifted the 

focus away from the acquisition of historical knowledge to an emphasis on learning the 

historical skills needed to process the historical knowledge. An example of such a 

method was the introduction of an issues-based approach in the upper secondary history 

curriculum in 2008. As each topic in the syllabus was framed by an over-arching 

inquiry question, the students were encouraged to think about the underlying issues that 

the inquiry question was seeking to raise, instead of just reading the history textbook as 

if it represented the “whole truth” of the historical events being described (MOE, 2008).  

 

 The transition from a content-based curriculum to a skills-based curriculum 

continued with the introduction of a revised upper secondary history curriculum in 2012, 

and a revised lower secondary history curriculum in 2014. Unlike the previous history 

curricula, a statement of philosophy of history education was issued for both curricula. 

The statement of philosophy of history education was developed to articulate the 

fundamental purpose and value of learning history. It reads as follows: 
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  History education in Singapore seeks to develop in students an 

appreciation of past human experiences, critical awareness of the nature 

of historical knowledge, and the ability to make connections between 

the past and present (MOE, 2013, p. 2).  

 

 The statement of philosophy represented an important change in the way history 

education in Singapore was envisaged in the 2010s. As stated in the statement, history 

education was viewed as seeking to move teaching beyond the transmission of historical 

knowledge to enable students to appreciate the subject as an academic discipline by 

focusing on the development of historical skills. Furthermore, the statement also 

formalised the importance of developing the students’ critical thinking skills (MOE, 

2013).  

 

 In addition to the statement of philosophy, another key feature that set these 

revised history curricula apart from their predecessors was the adoption of historical 

inquiry as the recommended pedagogical approach. Historical inquiry is a cyclical 

process that starts with the asking of historical questions and is followed by the 

gathering of reliable and useful evidence. Evidence is then analysed and used to 

construct a historical interpretation, which aims to answer the historical questions. The 

use of the historical inquiry approach was intended to mirror the way historians “do 

history” (MOE, 2013, p. 19). It may be contended that adoption of historical inquiry as 

a pedagogical approach is by far the strongest evidence of how history education in 

Singapore has moved towards a skills-based curriculum.   

 

 Attention is now turned to the discussion of the developments in history 

curriculum covering the period from 1997 to the present. As with the previous chapter, 

this discussion is organised according to central elements of the school history 

curriculum in Singapore. These elements are: objectives for teaching history; the 

content of history; the pedagogical approach in teaching history; and the assessment of 

history. 
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Discussion of History Curriculum Developments, 1997–Present  

 

Objectives for Teaching History 

 Singapore’s economy experienced rapid economic growth from the 1970s to the 

1980s (Peng, 1997). This was partly the result of the emphasis on subjects such as 

mathematics and science that helped to create a skilled workforce. Before the country 

gained economic stability and growth in the 1980s, history as a subject was de-

emphasised in schools to enable a focus on the subjects that could assist with the 

country’s economic progress. However, in the last two decades, there has been an 

increasing realisation amongst the country’s political leaders that history as a subject 

was instrumental to the country’s social development (Goh, 1996; Lee, 1997), in its 

potential to help build a nation that would be cohesive and united. At the 1996 National 

Day Rally, Goh Chok Tong, the former Prime Minister of Singapore said, “we must put 

this right…it will be a massive effort. But we must do it” (Goh, 1996, p. 46).  

 

 The main objective for teaching history after 1997 was to imbue in students a 

sense of nationhood, so that they would develop traits and attitudes that could bond the 

people together as a nation. The lower secondary history curriculum with the reduced 

content that was introduced in 1999 was also intended to be an interim curriculum that 

would free up the time for teachers to implement the NE initiative. It may be claimed 

that political imperatives, rather than academic ones largely influenced the objectives of 

teaching history at that juncture.   

 

 Whilst the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum was interim, the history 

curriculum launched in 2000 had undergone major revisions to take into account the 

various initiatives introduced in the late 1990s such as NE and TSLN. MOE rationalised 

the need for changes after considering several factors (MOE, 1999, p. 7). These factors 

were articulated as follows: 

• As a young nation that was still developing its national identity and a sense 

of pride in the country, it was felt that young students should have a sound 

knowledge of the nation’s history, especially of the political developments 

in the post-war years leading to self-government and independence. 

• Students had to understand that Singapore was different from other 

countries, given the country’s unique challenges, constraints and 
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vulnerabilities. 

• The development of a sense of national instincts for survival and confidence 

in the future amongst the young students called for a focused and sustained 

effort. 

• A cultural ballast was necessary for the country’s development, and this 

could be provided by the knowledge of the country’s heritage that the 

students acquired in their schooling. 

• The shift to an information society necessitated that students should be 

competent in thinking and Information Technology (IT) skills, so that they 

are able to process information independently and critically.  

 

 The objectives laid out in the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum followed 

a similar categorisation structure to the 1992 lower secondary history curriculum. In the 

1999 version, the aims and objectives were also classified into three categories: Content, 

Skills and Values (MOE, 1999, pp. 8–9). In terms of Content Objectives, the students 

were expected to: 

• recognise the purpose and relevance of studying history; 

• draw lessons from the Malay, Indian, Chinese and Southeast Asian heritage 

with regard to how they overcome problems, prospered and responded to 

threats from within and without; 

• demonstrate a better understanding of the history of Singapore from 1819 to 

1971, especially the post-war political developments leading to self-

government and independence, the constraints faced by the new nation and 

the struggle for economic survival.  

 

 Previously, students were only expected to acquire a basic knowledge of the 

history of Singapore and be aware of the diverse cultural heritage in the region. 

However, the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum indicated that this would no 

longer be the case. The changes in the objectives of history teaching over the years in 

the 1990s reflected a trend away from mere acquisition of content knowledge to a 

deeper understanding of the content with which students were engaging.  

 

 To the MOE, it was not enough for students to possess historical information, 

but more importantly, the students had to be able to make sense of it. This was in line 
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with the nation-wide movement to shift the economy towards a knowledge-based 

economy (Goh, 1998) in which a certain degree of independence in thinking and a 

critical disposition were necessary for the economy to transform itself. In terms of Skills 

Objectives in the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum, the students were expected 

to (MOE, 1999, p. 8–9): 

Understand History in its setting: 

• Show a clear understanding of continuity and change over different time 

periods by drawing out similarities and differences. 

• Identify relationships between events. 

• Demonstrate that actions have causes and consequences by reference to 

people and events in history. 

• Attribute the occurrence of certain historical events to human motivation 

and individual will. 

• Show an ability to look at events and issues from the perspectives of people 

in the past.   

 

Understand points of view in History: 

• Recognise that there may be bias in history writing. 

• Distinguish between facts and opinion in history writing. 

 

Acquire and process historical information: 

• Acquire information derived from different types of historical evidence such 

as written records or oral history. 

• Extract relevant information. 

• Interpret, analyse and evaluate source materials. 

• Summarise, organise and present information from historical sources using a 

variety of appropriate forms.  

 

Develop critical and creative thinking: 

• Acquire and apply thinking skills such as generating ideas, comparing and 

contrasting, analysing, synthesising, integrating and evaluating in the 

learning of history. 

• Develop positive habits which would enable students to be critical, creative 

and self-regulated thinking learners. 
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 Over time, the MOE expected more from the students regarding the acquisition 

of historical skills. Compared to the 1992 secondary history curriculum, the 1999 lower 

secondary history curriculum demanded greater higher-order thinking skills. For 

instance, in the 1992 lower secondary history curriculum, students were only expected 

to be able to place historical events chronologically, which normally would not be a 

difficult task if they were able to remember the dates of the events correctly.  

 

 However, according to the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum, students 

were now expected to be able to “show a clear understanding of continuity and change 

over different time periods by drawing out similarities and differences,” and be able to 

“identify relationships between events” (MOE, 1999, p. 8). In addition, the students 

were expected to demonstrate an ability to look at events from different perspectives. 

Clearly, the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum placed higher cognitive demands 

on the students as compared to the earlier version.   

 

 Another set of Skills Objectives that was included in the 1999 lower secondary 

history curriculum was the development of critical and creative thinking. The inclusion 

of critical and creative thinking skills underscored the importance of skills development 

in the new history curriculum, and a change in direction towards a more skills-based 

emphasis in the subject.   

 

In terms of Values Objectives, the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum aimed to: 

• stimulate curiosity, interest and enjoyment in history by: 

- promoting an understanding of human activity in the past and linking 

with the present; 

- promoting students’ understanding of the nature and use of historical 

evidence; 

- developing in students an appreciation of and a sense of responsibility for 

social and historical concerns; 

• instil in students a sense of loyalty and pride in the country and prepare 

them to be useful citizens of the future by acquainting them with the history 

of Singapore as well as the key issues facing the country; 

• develop in students an awareness of the country’s heritage as well as 
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sensitivity to and appreciation of other cultures; 

• promote an awareness of the influence of external events on Singapore and 

the interdependence of countries; 

• help students understand that: 

- Singapore is our homeland; this is where we belong; 

- We must preserve racial and religious harmony; 

- We must uphold meritocracy and incorruptibility; 

- No one owes Singapore a living; 

- We must ourselves defend Singapore; 

- We must have confidence in our future.    

 

 Compared to the 1992 lower secondary history curriculum, there were more 

Values Objectives included in the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum, which is 

testament to the impact of the NE initiative that was introduced in 1997. Consequently, 

these objectives were more delineated as they were aligned to what NE was seeking to 

achieve in terms of values inculcation. For instance, the fifth set of Values Objectives in 

the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum comprised six NE messages (Singapore is 

our homeland; this is where we belong; We must preserve racial and religious harmony; 

We must uphold meritocracy and incorruptibility; No one owes Singapore a living; We 

must ourselves defend Singapore; We must have confidence in our future). Evidently, 

the objectives of history teaching at the secondary level of schooling, at that juncture, 

had to take into account the broader social and political developments in society, which 

influenced the developments of the history curriculum in Singapore.  

 

 The objectives of teaching history at the upper secondary level of schooling were 

not dissimilar to those appearing at the lower secondary level. These objectives were 

also categorised into three categories: Content, Skills and Values. Whilst the lower 

secondary history curriculum focused on local and ancient histories, the upper 

secondary history curriculum focused on European histories and major historical events 

that shaped the twentieth-century world. In terms of Content Objectives, the students 

were expected to be able to understand broad key concepts, such as “revolution,” 

“communism,” “democracy” and “appeasement,” that were common in the study of 

history (MOE, 2007b, 2008).  

 



	
	

	
	
	

123	
	

 In regard to Skills Objectives of the upper secondary history curriculum, the 

demands were higher than what were expected at the lower secondary level, as students 

were required to understand the complexities of historical causation and make 

appropriate inferences; instead of making generalisations that were not grounded in 

evidence. Students were also expected to be able to appreciate history as a social 

construct, and understand that the conclusions they drew could be subject to revisions 

because of new evidence and interpretations.  

 

 At the upper secondary level, more was expected from the students in terms of 

their ability to process historical information. For example, the history curriculum 

sought to develop students in their ability to apply a range of skills to interpret historical 

sources, and understand the interpretive nature of evidence through the process of 

historical inquiry (MOE, 2007b, 2008).  

 

 Regarding Values Objectives, the upper secondary history curriculum was not 

localised within the Singaporean context as compared to the lower secondary history 

curriculum. Generally, the upper secondary history curriculum was aimed at developing 

in the students an interest in the subject as an academic discipline, so as to lay a strong 

foundation for them to pursue the subject at a higher level. To that end, the objectives of 

teaching history were to develop the students’ disposition to appreciate history for its 

academic value. 

 

 A further development in the history curriculum eventuated with the launch of 

the revised lower secondary history curriculum in 2013, which focused entirely on the 

history of Singapore from the 14th century to the 1970s. This was in stark contrast to the 

lower secondary curriculum in the past when students were still expected to read other 

countries’ history, in addition to the history of Singapore, which is usually covered at 

the secondary two level. By making the history of Singapore the only history to be 

covered at the lower secondary level over a course of two years, MOE sent a strong 

message to the younger generation of Singaporeans in prioritising the need to know 

one’s own country before knowing about others.  

 

 According to the syllabus document, the main objective of the revised lower 

secondary history curriculum was to “imbue in our students a sense of national identity 
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by helping them understand the Singapore they live in today” (MOE, 2013, p. 3). The 

emphasis placed on the priorities of Singaporean history at the lower secondary level 

underscores the significant social and political functions that history education plays in 

society. Attention is now turned to a discussion of the content of the history curriculum. 

   

Content of History as a Subject 

 After the introduction of NE in 1997, more time had to be devoted to the 

teachers to discuss NE related issues in the classroom. As a result, the content in the 

history curriculum had to be reduced to enable this to occur. The amount of time given 

to the subject remained the same and the time freed up by the content reduction was 

supposed to be used to implement the NE initiative, and teachers were encouraged to 

continue employing the existing instructional materials to conduct lessons. However, if 

content reduction was not possible for certain topics, MOE recommended that there 

should be reduction in written assignments to allow teachers more time to conduct NE-

related discussions (MOE, 1998b, 1998c). 

 

 With the same purpose in mind, similar measures of content reduction were 

applied to the lower secondary history curriculum. MOE believed that the topics that 

were to be removed would not affect the students’ understanding of certain topics, for 

example, the Ancient History of Southeast Asia, India and China and History of Modern 

Singapore, which they were required to learn (MOE, 1998b). In the Ancient History of 

Southeast Asia, India and China, an equal amount of focus was given to the cultural 

heritage of the areas of study. In the History of Modern Singapore, teachers were given 

the discretion to delete some of the topics that covered less crucial content (p. 3). For 

example, teachers could delete any four of the following topics from the History of 

Modern Singapore (p. 3): 

• Growth of the town and opening of the interior. 

• Economic growth in agriculture. 

• Law and order and the work of the Chinese Protectorate. 

• Social Services: Public health and education. 

• World War I. 

 

 For the upper secondary history curriculum, the MOE also believed that the 

reduced content would not affect the students’ overall understanding of the History of 
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Malaya, 1819-1963, History of Southeast Asia, c.1800-19654 and Modern World 

History, c.1919-1952 that had to be studied (MOE, 1998c). In the History of Malaya, 

1819-1963, the following topics were removed from the O and N level syllabi (MOE, 

1998c, p. 3): 

• Factors leading to the signing of the Burney Treaty (Treaty of Bangkok), 

1826 and its significance. 

• Factors leading to the transfer of the Northern Malay States in 1909. 

• Development of tin and rubber industries and their impact. 

 

 The MOE provided several reasons to justify the removal of these topics. For 

instance, the reason given for the removal of the Factors Leading to the Signing of the 

Burney Treaty, 1836 and Its Significance, was that all other sub-topics, except this one, 

were linked to each other. Therefore, it was considered that the removal of this topic 

would not affect students’ understanding of topics in general. Furthermore, this sub-

topic was not considered essential as the focus was on the history of Western Malay 

States. In another case, the reason given for the removal of the Factors Leading to the 

Transfer of the Northern Malay States in 1909, was that this topic was not thought to be 

a vital one and repeated itself in another section (MOE, 1998c, p. i). Thus, it could be 

removed without affecting the overall integrity of the curriculum. 

  

 In schools, the principals were permitted to vary the focus given to the topics in 

the curriculum according to their students’ needs. This followed the Ministry’s policy of 

giving more autonomy to school principals, a practice which started in the 1980s and 

continued into the 1990s. Furthermore, principals could decide if they wanted to retain 

the reduced or removed topics for their students’ enrichment (MOE, 1998b, 1998c). 

 

 The 1998 lower secondary history curriculum that was implemented in 1999 

focused narrowly on the study of ancient Asian (Chinese and Indian) and Southeast 

Asian civilisations. The intention was to create awareness amongst the students of the 

rich cultural heritage of these ancient civilisations. In the Secondary One history 

syllabus document, the following units were listed as the content to be studied by the 

students (MOE, 1998b, p. i): 

• Unit 1: History and Us 

 This unit aimed to introduce the students to the subject of history by 
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encouraging them to think about what history is, the reasons why studying 

history is important and how history is written.     

• Unit 2: Southeast Asia 

 This unit focused on the beginnings of Southeast Asian civilisations and the 

rise of maritime kingdoms such as Funan, Srivijaya and Majapahit and 

Melaka.  

• Unit 3: Ancient India 

 This unit focused on the prehistoric period, the Vedic period, the Mauryan 

period, the Gupta period and Tamil kingdoms in the south in ancient India. 

Students also investigated the rise of Buddhism in India.  

• Unit 4: Ancient China 

 This unit focused on the beginnings of Chinese civilisation, the rise of 

political ideas and the histories of four dynasties: Qin, Han, Tang and Song. 

 

 However, a year later in 1999, a broader history curriculum was launched to 

replace the narrowly focused one. This revised curriculum was implemented in the year 

2000. The revised curriculum drew connections between Singapore and the above 

mentioned ancient civilisations, by demonstrating how the country started as a migrant 

society made up of people who migrated to Singapore from these places in the past. In 

the new Secondary One history syllabus document, the following units were listed as 

content to be covered by the students (MOE, 1999, p. 15): 

• Unit 1: History and Us, which has already been described above.  

• Unit 2: Our Roots–Factors that led to the rise of civilisations in India, 

Southeast Asia and China 

 This unit focused on the general factors that led to the growth of 

civilisations in India, Southeast Asia and China. 

• Unit 3: Lessons from Our Heritage (Part I)–Achievements of our 

forefathers that have lasted till the present 

 This unit focused on the social and political systems in India, Southeast Asia 

and China. It also explored the achievements of these civilisations in the 

economy, science and the arts.    

• Unit 4: Lessons from Our Heritage (Part II)–Threats to existence and 

responses to threats 

 This unit focused on the internal and external threats to the existence of 
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civilisations and how those civilisations responded to those threats. 

• Unit 5: Our Modern Beginnings  

 This unit focused on the reasons for the founding of Singapore and how 

immigrants contributed to the economic and social development of 

Singapore. The unit also examined the rule of the British in Singapore. 

 

 Notwithstanding that students were still covering the histories of the ancient 

civilisations of India, Southeast Asia and China in the 1999 lower secondary history 

curriculum that was implemented in 2000, the focus of the curriculum had shifted from 

creating awareness amongst the students of the rich cultural heritage of these ancient 

civilisations to drawing lessons from those civilisations and making them relevant to 

Singapore. The content of history studied was intended to give students a broad 

overview of their ancient roots so that they could be proud of their own roots and 

cultural heritage (MOE, 1999). However, this was still a substantial departure from the 

way history was viewed in the past, as political leaders had reasoned that for Singapore 

to develop into a nation that the people could call their own, the old historical and 

emotional attachments to their ancestral country had to be severed (Rajaratnam, 1987, 

as cited in Loh, 1998).  

  

 Whilst the lower secondary history focused on the history of Singapore and the 

ancient civilisations to create a sense of belonging and rootedness to the country 

amongst students, the upper secondary history prepared them to pursue the subject of 

history beyond the secondary level. As such, the content they examined included major 

international historical events and forces that shaped the twentieth-century world. The 

content of the upper secondary history curriculum centred on the events and political 

developments before and after World War I and World War II. The curriculum also 

included the study of the wars in Europe and the Asia Pacific, although a detailed 

understanding of the military campaigns was not required (MOE, 2008). For instance, 

the 2008 upper secondary history curriculum was organised chronologically into four 

units, taking an issues-based approach to the study of events. Each unit was framed by 

an over-arching enquiry question (MOE, 2008): 

• Unit 1: Impact of World War I 

 Enquiry Question: Did World War I change the world? 

 This unit looked at some of the causes of World War I and the impact it had 
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on Europe, relating to the rise of nationalism and the creation of nation-

states. The unit established the background to the study of other 

developments in the world in the twentieth century. 

• Unit 2: Hope for a Better World? 

 Enquiry Question: In what ways were the years between World War I 

and World War II a time of both new hopes and great troubles? 

 This unit looked at how various powerful nations in the world at that 

juncture attempted to establish peace in the world after the first world war 

and the extent of success and failure of such attempts. This unit also 

included the study of the rise of communism in Russia, Nazism in Germany 

and Fascism in Japan. 

• Unit 3: The Breakdown of World Order 

 Enquiry Question: Why had international peace collapsed by 1939? 

 This unit looked at the key factors that led to the start of World War II in 

Europe and the Asia Pacific. 

• Unit 4: A World Divided and United? 

 Enquiry Question: How stable was the post-World War II era? 

 This unit looked at the impact of World War II in Europe and the Asia 

Pacific by examining the breakdown of the wartime alliance between the 

USA and the USSR, and the division of Europe. The unit also examined the 

outbreak of the Cold War, and its end in the wake of the collapse of 

communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.      

 

 Following the initiatives of I&E and TLLM that were introduced in the early 

2000s, the content of the 2008 upper secondary history curriculum was trimmed further 

and kept its focus tightly trained on the historical events and political developments 

occurring in twentieth-century Europe. Two units on Chinese history were removed 

when the history syllabus was launched. The two topics in question were China: Fall of 

monarchy and the rise of Communism, 1911–1941 and China: From the Civil War to 

the death of Mao. Apart from the discussion of the rise of fascism in Japan, which led to 

the outbreak of World War II in the Asia Pacific, the upper secondary history 

curriculum from 2008 onwards primarily dealt with the histories of European countries 

in the twentieth-century. This curriculum remained largely intact even after another 

round of curriculum revision in 2012. 
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 Other than the upper secondary history curriculum, the lower secondary history 

curriculum was also revised in 2013 to focus solely on the history of Singapore from the 

14th century to 1975, a decade after Singapore attained independence. This curriculum 

continues to be carried out in schools to date. The lower secondary history curriculum 

comprises four units and they are framed by four inquiry questions (MOE, 2013): 

• Unit 1 Tracing Singapore’s Origins 

 Inquiry Question: How old is Singapore?  

 This unit focuses on tracing Singapore’s origins back to the 14th century as a 

port-of-call that served the region’s maritime trade until the 19th century. It 

also explores Singapore’s connections to Asia and Europe at various 

junctures. 

• Unit 2–Life in Colonial Singapore 

 Inquiry Question: Was it the same for everyone? 

 This unit focuses on the life of the people in colonial Singapore by 

examining the reasons that brought them to Singapore in the 19th and 20th 

centuries. The unit also looks at the quality of their lives up to World War 

Two.  

• Unit 3–Towards Independence 

 Inquiry Question: Was Singapore an “accidental” nation?  

 This unit focuses on Singapore’s road to independence by examining how 

external forces such as nationalism, war and decolonisation influenced the 

perspectives of key groups of people in fighting for the independence of 

Singapore. 

• Unit 4–Singapore’s First Decade (1965-1975) 

 Inquiry Question: How did life change? 

 This unit focuses on Singapore’s first decade as an independent and 

sovereign nation by examining how the country and its people had changed 

over time.     

 

 By focusing on the study of Singaporean history in the lower secondary, MOE 

signalled the importance of making sure that all students knew their local history well 

enough. Since history, as a subject, is optional at the upper secondary level and beyond, 

the historical knowledge that students acquired at the lower secondary level could be the 

only historical knowledge students learnt in a formal school setting before they left the 



	
	

	
	
	

130	
	

school system.  Attention is now turned to the discussion of the pedagogical approach in 

the teaching of history.  

 

Pedagogical Approach in History Teaching 

 The pedagogical approach to teaching the subject remained unchanged in the 

1990s as exemplified by the 1998 lower and upper secondary history curricula. These 

interim curricula focused largely on content reduction, rather than the way in which the 

subject was taught. However, the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum, which was 

implemented in the following year, expanded on the teaching strategies introduced in 

1982 and 1992. Some of the teaching strategies suggested for the lower secondary 

history curriculum included co-operative learning, K-W-L (Ogle, 1986), brainstorming 

and word-splash. Some of the other teaching strategies suggested were as follows (MOE, 

1999, pp. 10–11): 

• Historical documents such as speeches, eye-witness accounts, official 

reports, etc. are useful in developing students in the skills of interpretation, 

analysis and evaluation. As these materials are more authentic, they provide 

a sense of reality into the classroom.  

• Questioning should not be confined to those requiring guesswork or factual 

recall but should extend to those that require higher-order thinking skills 

such as interpretation, extrapolation or evaluation. Questions asked should 

be properly sequenced, progressing from the easy to the more challenging, 

to guide students in their thinking processes. 

• Simulation could be carried out to help students develop historical 

understanding as well as empathy because it provides an opportunity for 

students to appreciate the thoughts and feelings of historical figures and gain 

an insight into historical interest. 

• IT-based teaching and learning is encouraged to develop students’ ability to 

seek, process and apply information to solve problems and communicate 

ideas effectively. The use of IT allows for a greater degree of independent 

learning and encourages more able students to expand their horizons beyond 

the standard curriculum. 

 

 The suggested strategies for the 1999 lower secondary history were more 

specific and delineated compared to the ones in 1992. The main thrust of the 
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pedagogical approach was to move away from the “chalk-and-talk” approach to 

teaching by making the lessons more engaging to students using thought-stimulating 

questions. Questions that only required lower-order thinking such as factual recall were 

discouraged (MOE, 1999). This is indicative of an increasing emphasis on the 

development of critical and creative thinking skills in the study of history over the years. 

 A further key teaching strategy was the use of IT to facilitate greater 

independent learning and access to learning resources for students. Whilst the use of 

multi-media resources was not a new phenomenon in education, the advent of the 

Internet and portable computing allowed teachers to expand the learning environment of 

the students much further than had been possible in the past. The use of this teaching 

strategy was strongly encouraged in history classrooms to help drive the IT initiative 

nation-wide. 

 

 Whilst it was common to see suggested teaching strategies in earlier history 

syllabus documents, the 2008 upper secondary history syllabus document did not 

include any suggested teaching strategies, save for a statement suggesting “An issues-

based approach is adopted for this study” (MOE, 2008, p. 46). However, given that one 

of the Skills Objectives was to ensure that students could “understand the nature of 

evidence by emphasising history as a process of enquiry” (MOE, 2008, p. 44), it can be 

inferred that the pedagogical approach to support such a skill outcome would include 

the use of questioning techniques to stimulate higher-order thinking. This was also in 

keeping with the pedagogical approach that had been adopted since the late 1990s to 

encourage critical and creative thinking in the study of history. 

 

 The call for a qualitative change in the way educators teach was maintained 

throughout the 2000s by means of the introduction of education initiatives such as I&E 

and TLLM. However, the biggest change to the pedagogical approach in the teaching of 

history eventuated when a revised upper secondary history curriculum was launched in 

2012, and implemented in schools the following year. Unlike previous curriculum 

reviews that focused largely on the content of history, the 2012 upper secondary history 

curriculum review paid far more attention to the pedagogical approach to be adopted in 

the new syllabus.  

 

 



	
	

	
	
	

132	
	

 One key change was the use of inquiry-based learning as the recommended 

pedagogy for designing lesson activities and instructions (Afandi, 2013). MOE believed 

that the adoption of the inquiry-based learning approach would help students take 

greater ownership of their own learning by encouraging them to think more reflectively, 

and not rely on their teachers as transmitters of historical knowledge (MOE, 2012).  

 

 To ensure success in the implementation of the inquiry-based learning approach, 

the MOE provided secondary schools with Teaching and Learning Guides for teachers 

of history. The Teaching and Learning Guide contains five sections that comprise the 

syllabus documents, the rationale and strategies for inquiry-based learning, the 

assessment guide, unit plans and sample lesson packages, and suggested readings to aid 

teachers in their professional development. The depth and breadth of the Teaching and 

Learning Guide reflected the Ministry’s commitment to changing the way teachers had 

been teaching the subject of history. 

 

 The MOE presented four reasons for the adoption of the inquiry-based learning 

approach (MOE, 2012, p. 77). These are as follows: 

• Development of critical thinking skills 

 Instead of receiving content knowledge passively from teachers, the inquiry-

based learning approach was believed to be able to encourage students to 

reflect and think deeply about the historical issues that interest and excite 

them. In the process of doing so, students, it was held, would acquire the 

skills to analyse and evaluate the worth of his or her sources accurately.    

• Promotion of joint knowledge construction and communications skills 

 The inquiry process was purported to encourage collaborative learning as 

students engaged in group discussions and shared their knowledge. Such a 

process could encourage the development of their ability to discern the 

validity and strengths of each other’s arguments.  

• Development of meta-cognitive processes 

 As students engaged in the process of investigating and inquiring into 

historical issues, it was suggested that they would be more aware of their 

own thinking, as they reflected on their assumptions and biases. 

• Preparation for 21st century living 

 The twenty-first century curriculum has to prepare students to face a world 
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that is far more complex than it was. As such, it was believed that 

educational learning opportunities had to be created for the students to 

inquire into these complexities, so that they can construct their own 

understanding of these issues.  

 

 According to Afandi (2013), one of the influences on this pedagogical shift was 

likely to have been the intentional alignment to the TLLM initiative mooted by Lee 

Hsien Loong, Prime Minister of Singapore, in 2004. Another influence was the 

perceived notion amongst history teachers that their students might appear to know a lot 

of content knowledge and had performed well in examinations, but were not fully 

comprehending what they had studied.  

 

 Based on his interactions and informal conversations with history teachers in 

schools, Afandi (2013) reported that one of the reasons the teachers gave to explain the 

lack of understanding on the part of the students was the didactic teaching approach that 

had been prevalent in schools thus far (p. 21). Consequently, students could regurgitate 

the transmitted knowledge but were poor at constructing new ones. This perceived 

problem was not lost on the MOE, which was seeking to raise the standards of 

humanities education in Singapore (p. 21). With the intention of shifting teachers away 

from didactic teaching, the Ministry embraced the inquiry-based learning approach as a 

pedagogy for the teaching of history. Such a pedagogical approach is grounded in 

constructivism, which views individuals as learners who construct knowledge actively 

(Spronken-Smith, 2007).  

 

 To support teachers in the use of the inquiry-based learning approach, a 

Teaching and Learning Guide was produced to provide explanations and delineated 

examples of specific pedagogical examples of the new approach in teaching. Such 

strategies included cooperative learning, Socratic questioning, role-play and field-based 

learning (MOE, 2012, p. 69). One of the aims of the inquiry-based learning approach 

was to transform the roles of both students and teachers in the classroom.  

 

 According to the Guide, in an inquiry classroom, the role of the students 

becomes that of a knowledge creator–one who explores, reflects, and thinks critically. 

On the other hand, the teacher becomes that of a facilitator–one who inquires alongside 
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the students to provide guidance and advice so that the students can take on greater 

ownership of their learning (p. 83). To translate the inquiry approach into the classroom, 

teachers were encouraged to mirror the process that historians undertake in the course of 

their work. Such a historical inquiry process comprises the following (MOE, 2012, p. 

85): 

• Sparking curiosity 

 Asking significant historical questions. 

• Gathering evidence  

 Identifying and locating relevant sources to establish historical evidence. 

• Exercising reasoning 

 Constructing historical interpretations; evaluating sources and developing 

arguments. 

• Reflective thinking 

 Checking derived interpretations and/or present historical interpretations. 

 

 Whilst earlier syllabus documents also suggested the use of the inquiry process, 

the development and production of the Teaching and Learning Guide represented a 

determined effort on the part of MOE to change fundamentally the way in which the 

subject of history was to be taught in the classroom. This was also a shift that was seen 

by the Ministry as necessary to encourage students to take ownership of their learning 

(Afandi, 2013). In the next section, the assessment of history will be discussed.     

 

Assessment of History  

 The introduction of the NE initiative in 1997 did not alter the mode and format 

of assessing the subject of history. This was the case even with the implementation of 

the revised lower and upper secondary history curricula in 1999. Ostensibly, the 

preservation of assessment processes was to minimise disruptions in assessments so that 

teachers could adjust to the changes gradually. It also helped to ensure that students 

were not disadvantaged in their examinations due to abrupt changes in assessments.  

 

 Although summative assessment in the study of history was not changed, the 

1999 lower secondary history assessment, which was launched in 2000, represented a 

departure from previous years’ assessments in terms of its focus on the use of formative 

assessment, alongside summative approaches. Based on the syllabus document 
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produced by the MOE, there was an apparent increase in the attention paid to the use of 

both formative and summative assessments.  

 

 Whilst previous syllabus documents simply suggested to teachers the kinds of 

assessments they could use to assess students’ performance, the 1999 lower secondary 

history assessment clearly emphasised the need to use formative assessments, alongside 

summative versions to enhance students’ learning. According to the documents, 

teachers were advised to view assessment as a way of obtaining feedback on the 

learning process rather than just a way to determine the student’s marks and grades. 

Such feedback was important for several reasons (MOE, 1999): 

• It informed both students and teachers as to whether learning had taken 

place and to what effect. 

• The assessment data provided the teachers with information they could use 

to identify students’ strengths and weaknesses, and thereafter design 

appropriate follow-up actions to meet the learning needs of the students. 

• It informed the teachers of their teaching effectiveness so that they could 

improve their teaching methods.   

 

 In the 1999 lower secondary history assessment, students were expected to 

demonstrate process and critical thinking skills, in addition to displaying strong 

historical knowledge. The types of questions were also expanded to include multiple-

choice questions, source-based questions, structured questions, and structured essay 

questions. These questions made it possible for students to be assessed on higher-order 

thinking skills such as interpreting, analysing, synthesising, and evaluating. The aim of 

these assessment revisions was to encourage independent learning and the development 

of a disposition towards historical inquiry in the students (MOE, 1999).   

 

 The trend of assessing higher-order thinking in the subject of history continued 

in subsequent years. For instance, the 2008 upper secondary history syllabus document 

outlined three different assessment objectives; two of which assessed higher-order 

thinking beyond the demonstration of factual knowledge (MOE, 2008, p. 44). The three 

assessment objectives were as follows: 

• Assessment Objective 1: Testing Knowledge 

 Students should be able to demonstrate factual knowledge. 
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• Assessment Objective 2: Constructing Explanations 

 Students should be able to: 

- demonstrate an understanding of concepts and terms appropriate to the 

syllabus; 

- select, organise, and apply the concepts, terms and facts learnt; and  

- make judgements, recommendations, and decisions. 

• Assessment Objective 3: Interpreting and Evaluating Source Materials 

 Using source materials, students should be able to: 

- comprehend and extract relevant information;  

- draw inferences from given information; 

- analyse and evaluate evidence; 

- compare and contrast different views; 

- distinguish between fact, opinion and judgement; 

- recognise values and detect bias; and draw conclusions based on a 

reasoned consideration of evidence and arguments.  

 

 The 2008 upper secondary history assessment was clear in distinguishing 

between the lower-order thinking ability (Assessment Objective 1) and higher-order 

thinking skills (Assessment Objective 2 and Assessment Objective 3). By shifting the 

emphasis of the assessment to higher-order thinking skills in history, the focus was 

clearly placed on the acquisition of skills that are considered crucial to the discipline. 

This is aptly shown in the skills assessed in Assessment Objective 3: Interpreting and 

Evaluating Source Materials. These are some of the fundamental skills that a good 

historian would need to master so that he or she is able to reconstruct the past (Howell 

& Prevenier, 2001).  

 

 The significance of assessment in the subject, not just as a tool to judge students’ 

academic performance, but more importantly, as a way to help them to learn, is an area 

on which the Ministry of Education has increasingly been focusing over the years. The 

2012 upper secondary history Teaching and Learning Guide is an example of a major 

leap in its attempt to describe and clarify history assessment in terms of what it is and 

how it can be used to enhance students’ learning. Considerations of history assessment 

covered an entire section of the Teaching and Learning Guide, and were aptly entitled 

“Making Assessment Meaningful” (MOE, 2012, p. 217).  
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 This section, amongst other things, laid out the philosophical approach to history 

assessment, the rationale and purpose of the revised upper secondary history assessment 

and the types of assessments that teachers can use to improve teaching and learning (pp. 

217–221). In aligning the assessment to curriculum and pedagogy, teachers were 

encouraged to use assessment to assess “for” learning, “of” learning and “as” learning 

(p. 221). This excerpt from the Teaching and Learning Guide is indicative:   

• Assessment of learning 

 The purpose is for judgements of students’ performance in examinations for 

advancement to higher level of studies; 

• Assessment for learning 

 The purpose is to inform the teachers about their instructional decisions; 

• Assessment as learning 

 The purpose is to enable the students to monitor and correct their learning 

processes and approach. 

 

 The 2012 upper secondary exposition of assessment in history is by far the most 

delineated and comprehensive compared to previous considerations such as the 1998 

and 2008 upper secondary history curriculum. This suggests an increased awareness of 

the importance of using assessment more effectively to enhance students’ learning.   

 

Conclusion 

 In response to the second research question, which is about the recent 

developments that have taken place in relation to the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools, this chapter has examined the development of the history curriculum 

in Singapore since 1997 to the present. Three key observations have been identified. 

First, is the emphasis of pedagogical quality over content quantity. Secondly, is an 

awareness by academia of the need for greater coherence in new initiatives. Thirdly, is a 

resurgence in the importance of history education. Each of these observations is now 

discussed in turn.    

 

The Emphasis of Pedagogical Quality Over Content Quantity 

 The development of the history curriculum in the late 1990s saw a shift towards 

greater considerations of the quality of the curriculum by devoting more attention to the 
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pedagogical approaches taken in curriculum design. This is not to say that there had 

been no qualitative improvements made to the history curriculum in the preceding 

decades. However, most of the earlier improvements concerned, in the main, the 

quantity of content. By quantity of content, it is taken to mean the depth and breadth of 

historical content knowledge. As reported in Chapter 5 of this thesis, most curriculum 

reviews before the 1990s focused mainly on the amount of content students should learn, 

and less on how they should be learning it. As the content of history continued to be 

trimmed down over the decades, the review of history curriculum turned increasingly to 

focus on the pedagogies employed in the classroom.  

 

 The introduction of the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum was the start of 

a trend of using teaching strategies that would encourage critical thinking. This trend 

continued in the curriculum review conducted in 2008, and most prominently, in the 

2012 upper secondary history curriculum review and the 2014 lower secondary history 

curriculum review. The adoption of inquiry-based learning as the recommended 

pedagogical approach clearly reflected the emphasis placed on improving the quality of 

teaching. The emphasis switched from “knowing” history to “doing” history. This 

represented a substantive change in the way the history curriculum was to be 

implemented in schools. 

 

An Awareness of the Need for Greater Coherence in New Initiatives 

 The introduction of several new education initiatives since the late 1990s over a 

very short period suggests an overwhelming magnitude of change within the education 

system. However, a closer inspection of some of the initiatives reveals that some of 

them were more “compatible” with each other than others. For instance, initiatives such 

as TSLN, I&E and TLLM were compatible with each other, as they sought to develop 

the students’ critical and creative thinking skills, by widening their perspectives and 

strengthening their intellectual scepticism, thereby leading to greater intellectual 

divergence. The MOE sees this as a positive outcome of these initiatives. However, the 

same could not be said of NE, as it was driven predominantly by a political impetus at 

that juncture. The Singapore Story was an officially prescribed narrative that did not 

leave much room for students to construct their own interpretation of history (Nichol & 

Sim, 2007; Loh, 2012). Furthermore, the aim of the NE efforts of that time was not to 

encourage the students to question or rewrite the story; it was to encourage them to 
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believe in it. Such intellectual convergence was at odds with the aims of other education 

initiatives such as TSLN and I&E, which sought to develop an inquisitive and 

questioning mind.    

 

A Resurgence in the Importance of History Education   

 To transform post-independent Singapore into a manufacturing centre in the 

region, such subjects such as history were traditionally de-emphasised in schools in 

order to concentrate on those subjects that could help to create a skilled workforce for 

facilitating the support of the manufacturing industry. Such subjects included 

mathematics and science (Cheong, 2015). Although Singapore managed to achieve 

significant economic progress and stability by the 1990s, this came at the expense of the 

people’s knowledge of the country’s history, as the subject was not considered crucial in 

the development of the economy. 

 

 This perspective started to change in the late 1990s as the political leaders began 

to realise the lack of knowledge of the country’s history amongst the younger 

generation of Singaporeans. This was perplexing to the political leaders as they felt this 

ignorance of the country’s history could weaken the sense of cohesion amongst younger 

Singaporeans, and therefore, their commitment to each other and the country (Goh, 

1996; Lee, 2006) These circumstances led to the introduction of NE and reviews of the 

humanities subjects. Consequently, the subject of history was perceived to be an 

important vehicle to ensure that the younger generation of Singaporeans become 

familiar with the country’s past and see a common destiny that could bind them as a 

nation. To that end, the lower secondary history curriculum was reviewed in 2013 and is 

now devoted entirely to the study of the history of Singapore.          

 

 In conclusion, this chapter has described the recent developments of the 

secondary history curriculum from 1997 to the present, and followed with specific 

discussion of its development according to the objectives of history teaching, the 

content of history, the pedagogical approach in history teaching and the assessment of 

history. In the next chapter, the findings of the third research question regarding the 

current concerns of teachers who are teaching history in Singaporean secondary schools 

will be presented.        
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CURRENT ISSUES OF CONCERN FOR SINGAPOREAN SECONDARY 

SCHOOL HISTORY TEACHERS 

 

Introduction 

 Chapter Six discussed the recent developments of the secondary history 

curriculum in Singapore, covering the period from 1997 to the present. As discussed in 

the earlier chapter, the emphasis of the history curriculum development since the late 

1990s was, in the main, on improving the quality of pedagogies over the quantity of 

content. Several key educational initiatives, such as Thinking Schools, Learning Nation 

(TSLN), Innovation and Enterprise (I&E) and Teach Less, Learn More (TLLM) were 

introduced in the late 1990s to develop students’ competencies in the areas of thinking 

skills and applied knowledge. The adoption of inquiry-based learning as the 

recommended pedagogical approach in the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools is a continuation of MOE’s commitment to improving the quality of 

teaching of history.      

 

 This chapter now relates to the third research question, which investigates the 

issues that are currently of concern to secondary school history teachers regarding the 

teaching of history in Singaporean secondary schools. In this study, “concerns” were 

taken to mean matters that affect the participants in their day-to-day work in school, and 

the broader philosophical considerations that are deemed as important in the teaching of 

history. Eleven history teachers were interviewed to understand the concerns they faced 

in the teaching of history in secondary schools. The data collected in the interviews 

were analysed thematically to reveal the main concerns the teachers perceived they 

faced when they teach the subject.  

 

 Five salient themes were generated from the data regarding the teachers’ 

perspectives towards history education, and the challenges they encountered while 

teaching the subject. The five themes are as follows:  

• Caging Anxieties; 

• Unsettling Ambivalence;  

• Pedagogical Tensions; 

• Nagging Doubts; 
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• Struggling Students. 

 

 The first theme outlines the sense of powerlessness towards the education 

system in regard to the systemic constraints that are perceived to be imposed on the 

teachers. The second theme outlines the sense of ambivalence as perceived by the 

teachers when faced with the multitude of curricular changes in the subject of history in 

recent years. The third theme outlines the pedagogical tensions as perceived by the 

teachers who had to cope with the shift from a content-based history curriculum to an 

inquiry-based history curriculum. The fourth theme outlines the sense of doubt as 

perceived by the teachers in relation to their own competencies, and of other history 

teachers’. The fifth theme outlines the struggles encountered by the students as 

perceived by the teachers. Each of these themes is now discussed in turn according to its 

associated issues.     

 

Theme 1: Caging Anxieties 

 One of the common themes that emerged from the interview data was a sense of 

powerlessness that the teachers felt in their job, because of the systemic constraints 

imposed on them that prevented them from teaching in a more creative manner. 

Generally, the teachers felt that assessment demands constrain them and they were 

compelled to teach in a didactic manner to prepare the students for high-stakes 

examinations (07GKS; 09ISA; 11KES). These systemic constraints imposed by the 

demands of the assessments were exacerbated by the lack of time (03CMF) to cover the 

syllabus of the subject comprehensively to prepare the students for these examinations 

(03CMF; 07GKS; 09ISA; 11KES). As a result, the teachers often felt that the need to 

help the students perform strongly in examinations overwhelmed them. Realising that 

they were unable to change the assessment system, most of the teachers gave up their 

idealistic pursuits to teach the subject the way they had wanted to, and focused instead 

on just preparing their students for examinations (07GKS; 09ISA). Four associated 

issues–“an assessment driven curriculum”, “time constraints”, “teachers under siege” 

and “coping mechanism”, that collectively gave rise to the teachers’ sense of 

powerlessness will be discussed in the following sections.    

 

An Assessment-driven Curriculum 

 In recent years, Singapore’s education system has been widely noticed for 
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having produced “stellar” performance in international assessments (Davie, 2013; Tan, 

2015). Whilst such accolades should be a source of affirmation for the country’s sound 

education system, the over-emphasis on assessment performance has been criticised for 

creating an education system in which creativity and critical thinking have been stifled. 

This is in part due to an assessment structure that does not promote the articulation of 

responses that do not fall within the ambit of pre-determined answers (Ng, 2015).      

 

 The issue of national assessment dictating the curriculum is not something new 

and has been widely studied by scholars (Mufanechiya, 2012; Sergiovanni, Starratt & 

Cho, 2014). The Singaporean education system has been perceived to be largely driven 

by assessment (Gregory & Clarke, 2003) and the pursuit of academic excellence. The 

assessment of history, as part of the wider education system, has not been able to escape 

from the same perception that it is overly driven by assessment. All the teachers in the 

present study agreed that the strong emphasis placed on assessing the subject created a 

situation whereby they were “compelled” to teach to the standards of the assessments 

(04DKR; 07GKS; 09ISA). Whilst it might not have been their initial intention to devote 

such heavy attention to students’ academic performance, they felt the pressure to be 

“accountable” to the school’s management and their students’ parents for the students’ 

learning (07GKS; 11KES). On the pressure to be held accountable for their students’ 

academic performance, one of the teachers commented:  

Many schools look at national passes. So, for example, 98 percent. You 

hit 98 percent, so what are the areas for improvement? So, we sit down 

and do analysis. If you do better, good. They will ask you to improve 

again. The worst is you do way below. People on top will ask you why. 

In my opinion, you are accountable for the students’ performance and 

there are pressures for teachers to perform (09ISA.42_1145).    

 

 To ensure that the students could achieve strong results in their assessments, the 

teachers felt that they had to “get our teaching right for answering exam questions” 

(07GKS.08_950). Another teacher remarked: 

Secondary Four is basically doing past years’ exam papers, giving them 

different types of essays to do, exposing them to exam strategies, how 

to study for a particular topic. We have to show them how to study 

(03CMF.101_539). 
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Echoing a similar sentiment, another teacher commented:  

It’s [time] spent on gearing, preparing students, drilling their skills for 

exams. But not really to teach them about the moral function, like the 

qualities of the heroes, and the vile of the villains. All those moral 

aspects, intellectual aspects or civic aspects of history, I think I 

relegated to less importance (07GKS.11_953). 

 

 In the pursuit of strong assessment performance in the name of accountability, 

the teachers changed their teaching approach to meet the assessment demands. The 

sentiments expressed earlier by these teachers were common amongst the other 

participants in this study who felt that their teaching approach to the subject was largely 

influenced by the assessment requirements of the examinations (04DKR; 09ISA; 

11KES). This is in spite of the fact that since 2012 the MOE has recommended the use 

of inquiry-based learning in the teaching of the subject. This pedagogical approach to 

the teaching of history was meant to focus the students’ attention on the inquiry process 

of learning history, rather than on memorising historical facts. However, most of the 

participants in the study felt that the inquiry-based learning approach could not be 

implemented effectively without compromising the assessment readiness of their 

students. Most of them were concerned that this approach would have a detrimental 

impact on their students’ mastery of the content of the subject and the “skills” they had 

to display in answering examination questions. A common complaint expressed by the 

participants was that the inquiry-based learning approach was simply too time-

consuming to be implemented in classrooms (03CMF; 05EPR; 09ISA; 10JCS; 11KES). 

The next section discusses the constraints that were perceived to be imposed by the lack 

of time. 

 

Time Constraints        

 One of the most common concerns raised by the participants in the study here 

was the lack of time to complete the syllabus and prepare more meaningful and 

interesting lessons for the students. Whilst most of them were in favour of the inquiry-

based learning approach recommended by the MOE, they were concerned that it was 

taking up too much of their class time that could have been used to prepare the students 

for examinations (03CMF; 07GKS; 09ISA; 10JCS). Furthermore, they felt that the three 

periods of weekly lessons (total of 105 minutes) recommended by the Ministry was not 



	
	

	
	
	

144	
	

enough to cover the syllabus adequately. Some of the participants indicated that the 

problem of lack of time to cover the syllabus was common in teaching history. One of 

them commented that conversations with history teachers from other schools would 

often revolve around the issue of time management in covering the syllabus, and the 

approach that they should take given the limited amount of time they had to implement 

inquiry-based learning (10JCS). The following comment expressed by one of the 

participants encapsulates a common sentiment expressed by others:   

Like I did an inquiry on the rise of Stalin, I can teach all about Stalin in 

two periods, but an inquiry means that the students have to manage the 

answers themselves. And if I spent six periods on every inquiry 

question, I will never finish the content. And I was like a steam engine 

in the last few chapters. In fact, I did not even finish Book Three. I 

didn’t manage to do it because my inquiry lesson was too long. And 

upon some reflection, could I have done it better? Could I have 

shortened the inquiry question by another period? Any more 

condensation and the inquiry does not make sense. So that's a problem 

with time management. (09ISA.14_1117). 

 

 According to the participants (01AMSL; 03CMF; 11KES), the amount of time 

allocated to teach the subject per week was simply too short for them to cover the 

content as well as conducting the lessons using the inquiry-based learning approach. 

Consequently, teachers often had to gloss over the content and move on to the next topic 

in the syllabus (11KES).  

 

 Besides the lack of class time to cover the syllabus, another concern contributes 

to time constraints that participants encountered was the heavy workload they had to 

shoulder in addition to their classroom teaching duties. According to the participants 

(01AMSL; 04DKR; 05EPR), the workload of the teachers was not confined to their 

classroom teaching duties. They also had to perform extracurricular duties such as 

attending departmental and committee meetings and being a Form Teacher to one of the 

classes. These duties were considered to take up much of their time and make it difficult 

for them to meet and plan their lessons adequately (05EPR). 
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 Taken together, the participants felt that they were constantly running short of 

time to carry out their responsibilities properly. In turn, they felt a sense of detachment 

from their teaching duties, as they were pressured to cover the syllabus within a short 

period and to accommodate the workload of the other commitments at the same time. 

This sense of detachment felt by the participants is discussed in the following section.   

 

Teachers Under Siege 

 Facing an enormous amount of pressure in carrying out their responsibilities to 

prepare their students for the examinations, most of the participants came to realise that 

it was far too difficult to live up to the idealistic goals that they once held. Whilst they 

wished to spend more time in developing the students’ interest in the subject of history, 

without focusing so much on examinations or assessment standards, the reality was that 

they often had no time to do so. Some of the teachers felt that their ideals, as a history 

teacher, could not be realised in the context of such an assessment-focused system 

(01AMSL; 07GKS; 10JCS). The participants struggled with the demands placed on 

them according to the responsibilities they had to fulfil. This inevitably created a 

situation whereby teachers felt that they were often “under siege”. In this regard, one of 

them commented: 

All teachers would want to enable their students to have a meaningful 

experience learning the subject that they teach. But, if there’s anything 

that is preventing them from doing so, it's the demands, the demands 

made on them as a form teacher, as a subject teacher of more than one 

subject. So, I think teachers are struggling with that. And that is what 

you always hear. We would like to do this, but if we do this, we cannot 

complete our syllabus. We would like to do this but if we do this then 

we will not be able to prepare our students significantly or enough for 

exams (05EPR. 91_807). 

 

 Such comments were frequent amongst the participants as they lamented the lack 

of time to conduct their lessons in the way in which they had desired. Another comment 

on this was as follows: 

We just have to grapple with it. Like for the upper secondary, we have 

to cut down on certain things that we love to do. Like have more 

presentations, have more group discussions, have more peer coaching, 
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have more of it. But we can’t. We can’t afford the time 

(03CMF.162_600). 

 

 In coping with the high level of stress in performing multiple duties and 

shouldering heavy workloads, the teachers developed a coping mechanism, which 

helped them to relieve some of the pressure they encountered in their work. This coping 

mechanism is discussed in the following section.  

  

Coping Mechanism 

 In accepting that it was almost impossible to change the assessment-bound 

system and the lack of time to conduct history lessons the way they had really wanted to, 

most of the participants “resigned to fate” and chose not to “fight” the system. Whilst 

they held certain ideals and professional beliefs about history education, they learned to 

make a distinction between their ideals as a history teacher and the “reality” they had to 

face within the broader education system (01AMSL; 07GKS; 10JCS; 11KES). For the 

participants, the feeling of being constantly “under siege” was something they had to 

cope with in the day-to-day course of their work. One of them commented: 

Because at the end of the day you are in the system. I mean if you are 

not happy with the system… at the end of the day, everybody faces the 

same constraints. Even if you try to be different, I don't think it's going 

to make much of the difference because at the end of the day, you are 

still controlled by the system (07GKS.46_762). 

 

 When reality imposed itself, the participants often had to give up the initial 

ideals they once held and went along with what they believed was expected of them in 

an assessment-bound system.  

 

The comment made by one of the participants describes this situation poignantly: 

Reality is a lot of drill and practice. So, what happens is after I complete 

teaching every chapter, I will go and compile a list of possible questions 

that can be tested. Then I will go through the possible questions with 

the class, and then I'll give them an assignment to do. If it's a source-

based topic, then I will go through a lot of sources with the students and 

the different possibilities of looking at the sources, and so on and so 
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forth. So, it's a lot of source-based and structured essay practice. Drill 

and practice (07GKS.39_981).  

 

 In accepting that they were not able to change the wider education policies in 

order to ease the emphasis on assessment and academic performance, the participants 

learnt to cope by surrendering some of the ideals they held as history teachers and 

focused instead on preparing their students for the high-stakes examinations. This, they 

believed, was most expected of them as history teachers.  

 

 This section has discussed the first theme regarding the sense of powerlessness 

experienced by the participants, because of the perceived systemic constraints that were 

placed on them and on the history curriculum. The second theme of “Unsettling 

Ambivalence” is now considered.  

 

Theme 2: Unsettling Ambivalence 

 The second theme regarding teachers’ concerns that emerged from the data was 

the sense of ambivalence experienced by the participants towards the current changes in 

the lower and upper secondary history curricula. Whilst the teachers perceived the new 

history curriculum to be a positive one, they were also concerned about the scope of the 

new syllabi, and the way they were implemented. Three associated issues–“the right 

foot forward,” “qualified optimism,” and “impact of current history syllabi on teachers,” 

were identified to be most salient and are now being examined.     

 

The Right Foot Forward    

 In general, the participants were supportive of the changes made to the current 

lower and upper secondary history curricula. They believed the decreased emphasis on 

content mastery in assessment, and the increased focus on the teaching of skills in the 

current curricula could help to increase the students’ interest in the subject. Furthermore, 

they believed that the use of an inquiry-based learning approach in teaching history 

could help to develop the students’ thinking skills, and deepen their understanding of 

historical events (02BHY; 04DKR; 05EPR; 06FFM; 08HYT). In particular, it was 

considered that the students would be less reliant on the teachers for answers as they 

had to draw their own conclusions about the historical events that they were 

investigating. This was the strongest reason expressed for the participants’ support of 
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the current lower and upper secondary history curricula. According to one participant, 

the current upper secondary history curriculum encouraged students to be more 

independent thinkers. She commented: 

I'm quite happy with the new syllabus actually because they are looking 

more into inquiry instead of just teaching students the political events, 

or situations that happened. Now the inquiry is more about asking 

students the questions and getting them to answer the questions 

themselves, we are not providing the answers and I thought that it's a 

good start (10JCS.1_1183). 

 

Another participant commented in a similar vein: 

The inquiry approach, of course, is a very exciting approach. I think 

inquiry is great. But I think what is more exciting is to send them out on 

this inquiry journey. That means, for example, what I did for that 

question on “Was Stalin a man or monster?” What we did was I showed 

them some video clips on Stalin, and then I bring to class some textual 

sources, mixed textual sources, and then they can supplement with their 

own sources if they want. And then based on all these sources, they 

come to a conclusion (05EPR.56_772).      

 

 Even though the participants felt that the use of inquiry-based learning approach 

was a positive change in the lower and upper secondary history curricula, they qualified 

their optimism with a sense of caution. Several of them had expressed reservations 

about the current history curricula. Their concerns regarding the current history 

curricula are discussed in the following section.    

 

Qualified Optimism  

 Not all the participants were completely supportive of the scope of the current 

history curricula. One of the teachers perceived that the upper secondary history 

syllabus covered too much content that spanned across too long a period. Consequently, 

the historical narrative, it was held, was fast becoming irrelevant to the younger 

generation of students. One of the participants commented: 

For me, to me, the content is also important. But if you talk about 

authenticity in life, the content so far, I would say it's removed but 
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frankly speaking we are a bit far away from the 20th century nowadays. 

After all, its 70 years after, you know 10 years back, I was teaching 

World War II, I think 60th anniversary, people could still see the 

relevance but I’m afraid in another decade, World War II will be like 

World War I, everybody involved will be all dead. So, it becomes a 

very distant thing (09ISA.4_1107).   

 

 Although the participants felt that the reduced emphasis on content mastery in 

assessment was a positive change to the current history curriculum, they found the 

exclusion of Chinese history from the upper secondary history curriculum to be 

problematic. One of them felt that the exclusion of Chinese history in the upper 

secondary history curriculum had created “gaps” in the students’ understanding of 

current political affairs. As a result of this deficiency in knowledge of Chinese history, 

the students were not able to recognise the historical context to the rise of China and its 

relationship to the rest of the world. This participant commented as follows: 

I mean in the current context, China as a rising economy. And students 

know that we keep telling them that it's important, but they don't see 

why. They don’t understand the historical undercurrents and how the 

relationship between, for example, US and China, has changed over 

time. It's very mildly covered in Cold War. But in the past, we actually 

studied the role of Mao Zedong, the Communist revolution and all that. 

And from there, if we cover all the way to Cold War, you would have 

seen how China has adapted and changed (11KES.11_1230). 

 

Her opinion was echoed by another participant: 

I think that we should be teaching it [history of China]. The whole 

chapter on China was taken out totally. For me, I felt that maybe that 

should be reinstated. The history of China, the revolution, the split with 

nationalist, then Taiwan. I thought that we could have carried on 

studying it instead of taking it out (10JCS.18_1200). 

 

 It seems that the perceived problem of omission of certain historical content was 

not limited to the upper secondary elective history curriculum. Some other participants 

(02BHY; 08HYT; 10JCS) felt that the content of the current lower secondary history 
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curriculum was not sufficient to provide the students with adequate contextual 

knowledge of ancient Chinese and Indian history to help them appreciate Singapore’s 

history and its links to these civilisations. One participant remarked: 

Now, the fact that our students do not do ancient history, which was 

originally taught to them at lower secondary. There seems to be a little 

bit of a gap in their knowledge about the founding of Singapore and our 

role in terms of us being an immigrant society with many of our 

population coming from mainland China and India, who have settled 

down in Singapore (08HYT.2_1020).      

 

 Another concern raised by the participants related to the frequent changes being 

implemented in the history syllabi. They were negative about the frequency of changes 

imposed in the history curriculum and the difficulty in keeping up with those changes. 

One of the participants remarked: 

And ever since I started teaching history, there's always been a change 

in history syllabus. It has never been the same since I started teaching. 

So, the changes that have taken place in the last 20 or 30 years are 

amazing because we are trying to move with the times. So, I'm not sure 

if we are going to continue to do so with that kind of rapid changes 

(08HYT.77_1095). 

 

Impact of Current History Syllabi on Teachers 

 Although the teachers felt somewhat positive about the current history 

curriculum, they also perceived that it had led to an increase in the amount of work for 

them (02BHY; 08HYT; 11 KES). The main concern was the amount of lesson 

preparation that the teachers had to conduct to teach the subject according to the 

inquiry-based learning approach. Whilst they reasoned that the use of an inquiry-based 

learning approach was a good way to teach the subject, they also felt that the current 

history curriculum was too packed with additional skills that had to be taught to the 

students. Inevitably, this led to a greater work load for the participants. On this, one of 

the participants commented: 

I think that's the right move in terms of teaching them that kind, and 

spending a little bit more time. However, the kind of preparation that 

the teacher has to put in, when we talk about bringing the students to 
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that kind of learning experience is going to be very demanding on the 

teachers. Because many of our humanities teachers do not have a single 

subject specialisation. They do two subjects. Many of them are 

language teachers, as well as history teachers. And, as such, the level of 

preparation that is needed and the marking that goes with it is not easy 

(08HYT.6_1024). 

 

The participant went on to comment:  

Teach them research skills, teach them the content, teach them the skills. 

So, it is a lot of work on the part of the teachers to do these kinds of 

things. So, like I've told you, the intent is good but there is a lot of work 

on the part of teachers who have to start all over (08HYT.71_1089).          

 

 This section has discussed the sense of ambivalence experienced by the 

participants towards the recent changes to the history curricula. Whilst all of them felt 

that the current history curricula were an improvement over the preceding ones, they 

were concerned about the gaps in the knowledge content of history because they 

deemed that the current syllabi cover a chronology that is too wide. Some of the 

participants felt eventually this would undermine the students’ understanding of 

historical events and its developments. Furthermore, the participants were concerned 

that the current curricula were too demanding and increased the workload of teachers. In 

the next section, the third theme–Pedagogical Tensions–is discussed.         

 

Theme 3: Pedagogical Tensions 

 The third theme in regard to teachers’ concerns that emerged from the data was 

that of pedagogical tensions experienced by the participants in teaching the new history 

curricula. Although there was no consensus amongst the participants regarding the 

relative importance between historical skills and historical knowledge, they tended to 

emphasise the importance of historical inquiry skills, research skills and critical thinking 

skills. Some participants felt that it was more important that students mastered these 

skills in history to apply the historical knowledge that they had learnt. These 

participants were mostly aligned to the new history approach of history teaching; 

whereby they believed that it was more important to learn about the practice of history, 

than the content of history. However, other participants in this study felt that it was 
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more important that students acquired sufficient historical knowledge before these skills 

could be applied meaningfully. This group of teachers was aligned with the great 

tradition approach in history teaching, which focused on the acquisition of historical 

knowledge. In the following sections, several issues regarding the pedagogical tensions 

between these two approaches will be discussed. 

 

Skills Over Knowledge 

 It is crucial to point out, at this juncture, that although there were participants 

who felt that the mastering of historical skills was more important than acquiring 

knowledge content, they did not think that the learning of historical knowledge, in itself, 

was redundant (03CMF; 04DKR). The argument was not about which (skills or 

knowledge) was superior to the other. Rather, it was about how they saw the function of 

one in relation to the other. To these participants, they perceived the construction of 

historical narratives as an interpretive exercise that requires one to possess a certain set 

of skills to read sources accurately, before historical events could be interpreted and 

understood meaningfully. As such, the reading of any historical content appears to be 

meaningless on its own, unless the students have the skills to interpret it accurately 

(02BHY; 04DKR; 09ISA). Therefore, it is deemed more important that students learn 

those skills first before acquiring content knowledge.    

 

 It is in this light that some participants felt positive about the changes that had 

been implemented in the current lower and upper secondary history curricula. They 

considered the introduction of Historical Inquiry (HI) as a major improvement over the 

previous curricula (02BHY; 04 DKR; 06FFM; 07GKS; 08HYT; 10JCS). These 

participants perceived the teaching of skills to be more important in helping students 

gain mastery of the subject of history. Some of them felt that in this age of technology 

and the Internet, historical knowledge could easily be retrieved from different sources 

and that there was no real need for students to memorise this information (02BHY; 

10JCS). Instead, it was the application of skills to that body of knowledge that would 

help students make some sense out of it (02BHY). Regarding the changes made to the 

current history curricula, one of the participants commented:  

My perspective on it is that the focus on skills is definitely a good way 

to go, because skills are enduring. Because content is very dynamic. 



	
	

	
	
	

153	
	

You can’t keep content forever. Knowledge changes. So, skills are 

important. A good training of the mind, for them (02BHY.176_358). 

 Another reason some participants preferred the current history curricula over the 

previous ones was because of the perceived emphasis these curricula had on the 

teaching of historical skills that encouraged students to think independently. To the 

participants, the most substantial change to the new history curricula was the 

introduction of inquiry-based learning as a pedagogy, which they deemed was essential 

in developing in students their ability to reason critically (06FFM; 09ISA; 11KES). 

These participants believed that the current history curricula helped to create a learning 

environment where students became more inquisitive, and not dependent on their 

teachers for answers. One of the participants who expressed strong support for the new 

history curricula had this to say: 

But, in inquiry, as co-explorers, you will be required to take ownership 

of the material and make sense of it. They have to justify their opinions. 

So, I see the history classroom transforming because there is so much 

discussions in the classroom now. I see students being more opinionated. 

They're asking me questions beyond the syllabus because they are 

thinking about it. I think if you're that successful in developing them as 

critical thinkers, they will go and find out the information on their own 

(11KES.20_1239). 

 

 To another participant, the skills that the students learnt were considered to be 

important because they were relevant to the skills that were used in daily life. The “real 

life” application of skills was also emphasised by the MOE. On this, one of the teachers 

remarked: 

Our skills are important because nowadays we don't want students to 

just memorise the content. So, whatever historical skills we teach them 

is authentic learning experience for them because even if you remove 

the history component, they can make use of the skills for their daily 

lives. We want people who can think. So that's important 

(09ISA.2_1105).     

  

However, not all the participants agreed with the changes that had been made to 

the current history curricula. Some participants perceived that the teaching of skills was 
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now overemphasised. They felt that it came at the expense of the teaching of content 

knowledge. In the following section, the perceptions of participants who subscribed to 

the great tradition approach in the teaching of history will be discussed.  

 

Knowledge Over Skills 

 Some of the participants felt that it was more important for the students to 

acquire enough content knowledge first before they could apply the skills to it 

meaningfully (01AMSL; 03CMF; 05EPR; 09ISA; 11KES). They see the content as a 

foundation (01AMSL) on which skills could then be exercised (04DKR). To these 

participants, the content of history formed the basis of learning and students of history 

had to know this content thoroughly before the skills could be used to effect. One of the 

participants commented that it was necessary for students to know enough content 

before inquiry-based learning became useful (05EPR). In this regard, she argued:  

I think the core purpose of the textbook is to provide students with the 

content because whether you like it or not, to be able to think critically 

or to be able to do the inquiry process, you need the content. If you 

don't have content, you can't be critical. And if we don't have content, 

you cannot go on this inquiry journey (05EPR.58_774). 

 

 This participant was not alone in her opinion; some others (01AMSL; 03CMF; 

11KES) also expressed a similar view. To these participants, the learning of history 

starts with the mastery of historical content before students can progress to learn the 

skills needed to process that knowledge. In the next section, the discussion will focus on 

the difficulty faced by the participants in striking a balance between, on the one hand, 

teaching skills and, on the other hand, teaching content knowledge. 

 

Balancing Skills and Historical Knowledge 

 The participants perceived that it was difficult to achieve a balance between the 

teaching of skills and content knowledge in the current history curricula (1AMSL; 

03CMF; 07GKS; 08HYT; 11KES). Whilst they recognised the importance of teaching 

history using the inquiry-based learning approach to the teaching of history, they were 

doubtful that they could use this pedagogical approach without compromising coverage 

of the content (01AMSL; 04DKR; 09ISA). One of the participants believed that 

“inquiry helps students to understand content” and “without inquiry, students know the 
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content but may not understand it because the difference between knowing and 

understanding is making sense of it for a certain purpose” (11KES.21_1240).   

 

 The participants also agreed, in general, that the difficulty in striking a balance 

between the teaching of skills and knowledge was attributable to a lack of time in 

covering the syllabi using the inquiry-based learning approach (03CMF; 07GKS; 

08HYT; 09ISA). For instance, some of them perceived that there was too much content 

to be covered in the upper secondary history for the inquiry-based learning approach to 

be conducted effectively (03CMF; 09ISA; 11KES). One of the teachers had this to say 

when asked to comment on the upper secondary history curriculum: 

Because instead of one book, now there are two books. And the worst 

thing is that certain things that they [CPDD] claimed that they collapsed 

were expended, like the Cuban Missile Crisis. Now instead of half a 

chapter, now it's 1.1, 1.2, 1.3. And then the Korean War, 1.1, 1.2 1.3. 

And how do we as teachers who want to conduct an inquiry, I can't say 

that we don't teach these. I had to cover the syllabus. So, the syllabus is 

not shortened. We are required to do inquiry, which takes up more time. 

Then where do we get time? So, certain things have to go 

(09ISA.15_1118). 

 

 So far, this theme of Pedagogical Tensions has focused the discussion on the 

challenges experienced by the participants as they engage with the current history 

curricula. Although the participants supported the use of the inquiry-based learning 

approach in the teaching of history, the requirement to cover all the content stipulated in 

the curricula for high-stakes examinations discouraged them from fully embracing the 

this approach. The concern expressed by the participants over the lack of time to cover 

the history syllabi is nothing new, as highlighted by the participants on many occasions. 

However, these pedagogical tensions perceived by the participants were worsened by 

their sense of doubt in themselves and their colleagues regarding their ability to teach 

the subject of history. This is a theme to which attention is now turned.  

 

Theme 4: Nagging Doubt 

 The fourth theme regarding teachers’ concerns that emerged from the data was a 

sense of doubt perceived by the teachers in the course of teaching the current history 
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syllabi. Two associated issues–“self-doubt” and “doubting others,” that are related to 

this theme are now considered. For the issue of self-doubt, the participants perceived a 

sense of doubt in themselves in the areas of skills and content knowledge. Their 

confidence in teaching the subject was affected by their self-professed lack of skills and 

content knowledge of the subject (02BHY; 03CMF; 04DKR; 07GKS).  

 

 In the second issue of doubting others, the teachers indicated a sense of doubt 

towards their fellow colleagues in the areas of skills, content knowledge and their 

general attitude towards learning. They were concerned that the teachers could not teach 

history as a contemporary subject well enough, not only because they did not possess 

sufficient historical content knowledge, but also because they were not adequately 

prepared to teach using the inquiry-based learning approach (01AMSL; 04DKR; 05EPR; 

06FFM; 08HYT; 09ISA; 11KES). The following section discusses the sense of doubt 

the teachers had in teaching the subject of history, according to the issues of self-doubt 

and doubting others. 

 

Self-doubt (Skills & Knowledge) 

 The introduction of the inquiry-based learning approach posed a certain degree 

of difficulty for the participants who had to teach in this manner, as they were 

unfamiliar with this pedagogical approach even when they were students themselves. As 

students, most of them learnt history through rote learning (02BHY; 03CMF; 04DKR). 

As such, they were unable to draw on their experience as a student in order to embrace 

the use of the inquiry-based learning approach from a student’s perspective. On this, 

one of the participants commented: 

Can I draw from my experience as a secondary student? No…ours was 

point-marking and pure memorisation (04DKR.14_622). 

 

Another participant echoed a similar view: 

I think, we came from a generation whereby this is it. You just study 

this and you just memorise this, and this how it began and this is what 

happened and how it ended (02BHY.37_221). 

  

Furthermore, the participants perceived that their lack of familiarity with the 

skills of inquiry was not helped by the reality that they were not guided by their more 
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senior colleagues when they first entered the teaching profession (02BHY; 04DKR; 

06FFM). In the words of one of the participants: 

The senior teachers tell you this is what you teach, you just teach this. 

And these are the pitfalls, these are the misconceptions, that’s it 

(02BHY.150_332). 

 

 Besides doubting themselves in their ability to conduct history lessons using the 

inquiry-based learning approach, some of the participants were also concerned that their 

limited content knowledge hindered them from conducting their history classes 

successfully (02BHY; 07GKS). One of the participants commented in this way on her 

lack of historical knowledge that was troubling her: 

I think for me, I need to go for more professional development [PD] 

opportunities, maybe at the higher level, so that I have a better 

appreciation for the subject. Because it has been many years since I left 

NUS [National University of Singapore] and NIE [National Institute of 

Education]. So, I think it’s time that I should really go for some PD. 

Maybe do another Masters course. So, I think that’s troubling me 

(02BHY.241_423). 

 

 Another participant also commented on his lack of content knowledge that he 

believed impeded his work as a history teacher: 

Maybe I'm not very good at discussing economics or explaining 

military strategies. So, I have to do a little bit more additional reading 

on my own on the Internet. This insufficient grasp of the military 

strategies or sound economic theories can be a challenge when it comes 

to teaching (07GKS.73_1015). 

 

Doubting Others (Skills) 

 Although the more experienced participants had doubts about their own ability 

to cope with the current history curricula, they were even more pessimistic about the 

abilities of their less experienced and younger colleagues to cope with the same 

curricula (02BHY; 04DKR; 05EPR; 6FFM; 08HYT; 11KES).  
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 The concern that the more experienced participants had was over the provision 

of professional development that teachers received in preparation for the launch of a 

new history curriculum. They doubted that the three-day workshop conducted by the 

Curriculum Planning and Development Division (CPDD) of the MOE for the history 

teachers in the use of the inquiry-based learning approach, was adequate, even for the 

more experienced practioners in the use of the inquiry-based learning approach. There 

was concern that if the teachers were not sufficiently well-equipped in the use of the 

pedagogy, they would simply revert to didactic teaching (05EPR). To avoid this 

situation, the participants perceived that more time was needed for the teachers to be 

familiar with the new approach and continuous professional learning should be 

available to develop the teachers’ competencies in this area. However, the lack of 

regular professional development opportunities meant that the teachers were left to their 

own devices to figure out how best to teach the current history curricula. One of the 

participants commented accordingly: 

The training was intense for three days. But after three days and you 

want them to use it for the next few years? Not enough. But, to be fair 

to CPDD, they have follow-up in terms of inviting master teachers to 

come, the invited experts to come. But again, over many months, you 

left the teachers, and then there’s one expert who will come for one or 

two days. And for many months, they were left alone (11KES.29_1248). 

  

 Besides the lack of adequate professional development for the teachers in the use 

of the inquiry-based learning approach, the participants also perceived that teachers 

were retaining didactic teaching methods because it was the kind of teaching with which 

they were most familiar both as a student in the past and currently, as a teacher (06FFM; 

07GKS; 08HYT; 11KES).  

 

 The lack of adequate professional development opportunities in the inquiry-

based learning approach to the teaching of history, and the resultant retention of didactic 

teaching creates a situation in which the teachers cannot break free from the current 

bind that prevented them from teaching the curricula in the way it was envisaged. As a 

result, the inquiry-based learning approach is relegated to being less important, as 

teachers maintain the didactic pedagogies with which they are familiar. In this regard, 

one of the participants commented: 
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The use of inquiry-based learning becomes neglected when the teachers 

get their students to memorise content. This is especially true for 

schools that have done very well consistently because they taught the 

student using answer templates and standardised ways of answering 

questions. Now, they [teachers] find it difficult to just rely on the 

inquiry-based learning approach to teach history (11KES.29_1227).    

 

Doubting Others (Knowledge) 

 In addition to the concern about the teaching competencies of other colleagues, 

some of the participants were doubtful that teachers had enough historical knowledge 

and subject mastery to enable them to teach successfully (01AMSL; 05EPR; 07GKS; 

09ISA; 11KES). One of the participants commented:  

But some teachers, especially the younger ones, lack the competency. 

They are not exposed enough to the content and so they do not feel 

comfortable enough handling it. They are also lacking in content 

knowledge and are not able to hold sustained discussions on certain 

historical issues (01AMSL.4_4).    

 

Another participant commented:  

Younger teachers, you know what are some of the problems that they 

have to grapple with is not just workload, it may also be content. You 

can be doing history in University, you can be educated, in history. But 

that is very little, so I think when it comes to content mastery they have 

to work on that, content mastery (05EPR.101_817). 

 

 The perceived lack of subject mastery, it was held, poses problems for teachers 

as they find it challenging to explain certain historical concepts to the students. The lack 

of historical content knowledge and concepts have made it difficult for teachers to 

address the questions students pose (07GKS.73_1015); a problem that is compounded 

by the lack of confidence amongst some colleagues in teaching the subject of history 

(01AMSL; 11KES). This was mostly observed by the more experienced participants in 

their younger colleagues. For example, one of the participants said this of his younger 

colleagues:  
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I think those who are not confident enough to say, “I don't know” [to 

their students], are the ones who will say, “Oh this one is not important, 

so let's move on. Why are you asking me these?” (11KES.37_1256).   

 

 This section has examined the sense of self-doubt amongst the participants, and 

of their fellow colleagues’ abilities to teach the subject of history successfully. It seems 

that participants were generally not confident enough to implement the current history 

curricula. It was perceived by the participants that they lacked both the skills and 

historical content knowledge to teach the current history curricula effectively. Whilst 

the participants acknowledged that professional development opportunities had been 

provided to prepare the teachers to teach the current history curricula, they perceived 

that these opportunities were not sufficient to equip them with the necessary skills to 

implement the current history curricula. In the next section, the fifth associated theme in 

regard to teachers’ concerns on how the students struggled in the current history 

curricula is discussed. 

 

Theme 5: Struggling Students 

 This section discusses the fifth theme that emerged from the data which relates 

to the perceived struggles of the students in coping with the current history curricula. In 

general, the participants were concerned that their students were not learning and 

performing well in the new history curricula. All the participants held a similar view 

that their students were struggling with the new history curricula (01AMSL; 02BHY; 

03CMF; 05EPR; 07GKS; 08HYT).  

 

 This underperformance of the students may be attributed to three associated 

issues. First, the students’ pragmatic attitude towards education. Secondly, the students’ 

disposition towards learning, and thirdly, the students’ linguistic abilities. Each of these 

issues is now discussed in turn. 

 

The Students’ Pragmatic Attitude Towards Education 

 According to the participants, one of the key reasons why the students were not 

performing well in history was because of the low priority they gave to it, and this was 

due to the “pragmatic” (01AMSL; 03CMF; 06FFM; 07GKS; 09ISA; 11KES) approach 

they adopted to deciding on which subjects they chose to focus their attention. By 
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pragmatism, the participants meant that the students perceived the subject not to be 

essential in helping them further their studies towards such popular disciplines as 

medicine, law or engineering (01AMSL; 06FFM; 09ISA; 11KES), as history is not a 

pre-requisite for reading these other disciplines at the tertiary level. As such, the 

participants believed that students were not willing to invest their effort and time into 

learning history, as it is not considered to be a “practical” subject (01AMSL; 06FFM; 

11KES). Consequently, the lack of effort had a negative impact on their assessment 

performance which, in turn, convinced the students that history was not an easy subject 

in which they could excel. These circumstances became a “vicious cycle” that was 

essentially self-fulfilling. 

 

Students’ Disposition Towards Learning 

 In general, the participants perceived that the students were passive towards their 

learning and lacked the desire and drive to learn independently (01AMSL; 02BHY). A 

common concern expressed by the participants was that students were often unprepared 

for lessons by not reading up prior to lessons (03CMF). Nor would they bring their 

history textbooks to class (04DKR). During group discussions in the classroom, 

students were often found not to be on task and discussion topics were mostly not 

related to the task at hand (01AMSL). Inevitably, the students relied on the teachers to 

explain the historical content to them (06FFM). One of the participants attributed these 

matters to the students “slackening” (09ISA.64_1167) throughout their years of 

education. It was reasoned that historically students had not been diligent in their studies, 

and were now expected to be inquisitive, self-motivated learners who were interested in 

seeking out new knowledge. This “sudden” escalation in expectations at the secondary 

school level was something for which the students were not prepared. One of the 

participants believed that this phenomenon began at the primary school level. On this, 

he commented: 

Because that's what it has always been in the past, even for them in a 

primary school and lower secondary. This paragraph is about this, this 

paragraph is about that topic. And they expect answers to be chunked in 

that manner as well (06FFM.47_907). 
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Furthermore, the students’ poor disposition towards learning was often not 

helped by their weak linguistic abilities, which the participants believed to be another 

contributory factor to their underperformance. 

 

Students’ Linguistic Abilities   

 The participants perceived that the students’ weak linguistic abilities contributed 

to their underperformance in the subject (01AMSL; 02BHY; 03CMF; 05EPR; 07GKS). 

They were generally in agreement that the students’ weak command of the English 

language hindered their ability to be successful in the subject. It was reasoned that the 

students could not understand much of the vocabulary in the history textbook, and found 

it to be “overwhelming” (05EPR. 24_741). This probably deterred them from reading 

the textbook as they found it difficult to do so. This was one of the most common 

concerns mentioned by the participants. To them, this issue could not be resolved easily, 

especially when many of their students do not use English as their main language of 

communication. One of the participants commented on this as follows:  

Tell them to do reading, they won’t. Even if they read, they don’t 

understand. So, go through topic by topic, page by page and that’s 

going to take time. Their language is that poor. So, for that particular 

group, we cannot do too much of, let’s say, critical thinking. Because if 

I were to do critical thinking, they don’t understand the content. How to 

criticize? How to go through the sources? They don’t know. I have to 

explain the sources first (03CMF.165_603).  

 

 According to the participants, the textbook needs to be simplified further to help 

the students understand the content. One of the participants felt that the textbook was 

presented in such a way that it was too “scholarly” (02BHY.83_266). Another 

participant perceived that even though the textbooks were written well, the content was 

presented in a “very dry, very academic style” (07GKS. 29_971). The students’ weak 

linguistic abilities did not just affect their ability to read the textbook, it also affected 

their ability to read and understand historical sources. This situation is regarded as being 

particularly challenging for the participants as they must prepare students for 

assessments that require them to examine historical sources critically. Furthermore, the 

participants perceived that the students’ weak linguistic abilities had slowed down the 

pace of teaching. As much as the participants would like to cover the historical content 
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and teach the skills at a faster pace, they were not able to do so as they were obliged to 

spend time explaining the content to the students (02BHY; 03CMF; 05EPR, 07GKS).  

 

Conclusion 

 In response to Research Question 3, which investigates the issues that are 

currently of concern to Singaporean secondary school history teachers, this chapter has 

discussed the concerns that the participants in this study have regarding the teaching of 

history in secondary schools. This discussion has been structured according to five main 

themes identified from the interview data, namely, Caging Anxieties; Unsettling 

Ambivalence; Pedagogical Tensions; Nagging Doubts and Struggling Students. In the 

following concluding chapter, the study is summarised and its implications for policy 

and practice are discussed.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

 Singapore’s education system has seen vast reforms ever since the British 

established a trading settlement on the island in 1819. The growth of its education 

system in the 1800s was mostly sporadic and disorderly. Despite the colonial 

government’s efforts to create a centralised and systematic education system in the early 

1900s, it was mainly reactive to the political events that dominated that period. In 1963, 

Singapore gained independence from the British when it merged with Malaya, Sabah 

and Sarawak to form Malaysia. However, nearly two years later, Singapore left the 

Federation and became a sovereign country on 9 August 1965. The most pressing need 

then was to survive economically.  

 

 Against this background, several policies and curriculum reforms were 

undertaken in Singapore to support the emerging manufacturing industries. Certain 

subjects such as mathematics, sciences and technical studies were emphasised in 

schools to ensure that there were enough trained technicians and workers who could 

support the economy. Whilst there has been some research undertaken to understand the 

development of general education in Singapore (Doraisamy, et al, 1969; Gopinathan, 

1974; Gopinathan, 2001; Goh & Gopinathan, 2008), there has been little research 

undertaken to understand the development of history education in Singapore. 

Consequently, the available knowledge regarding the changes and developments in the 

Singaporean history curriculum, over time, is limited. Furthermore, there is limited 

knowledge of the issues that teachers face when teaching history in contemporary 

Singaporean secondary schools.  

 

 The study reported here was carried out with the intention of addressing the 

latter deficits in knowledge in these areas. This concluding chapter comprises three 

main sections. The first section provides a summary of this study using the following 

orchestrating framework (Porter & Smithson, 2001), which provides a conceptual 

backbone to summarising the findings presented in Chapter Five to Chapter Seven in 

response to the study’s three central research questions. The three curricular concepts 

used in this orchestrating framework are as follows: 
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• The Intended History Curriculum;  

• The Enacted History Curriculum; 

• The Learned History Curriculum.  

 

 In the second section of this chapter, the discussion moves to examine the extent 

of generalisability of the research findings. The third section discusses the implications 

of the findings of this study for the teaching of history in Singaporean secondary 

schools.  

 

A Brief Exposition of the Orchestrating Framework 

 Before the summary of this study is presented in the following section, it is 

instructive to provide a brief exposition of the ways in which the three curricular 

concepts in the orchestrating framework provide the conceptual backbone to 

summarising the findings of the three research questions reported in this thesis.  

 

 As Porter and Smithson (2001) argue, the distinction between these three forms 

of curricula is important in delivering effective curriculum that helps to improve student 

learning. According to the authors, the intended curriculum refers to “policy tools such 

as curriculum standards, frameworks or guidelines that outline what the curriculum 

teachers are expected to deliver” (p. 2). As the first and second research questions focus 

primarily on the historical background and recent developments in the teaching of 

history in Singaporean secondary schools since 1953, the insights gained from the data 

revealed the official intentions and objectives of the teaching of history in Singaporean 

secondary schools.  

 

 Other than the intended curriculum, another form of curriculum that is important 

is the enacted curriculum. For Porter and Smithson (2001), the enacted curriculum 

refers to “the actual curricular content in which students engage in the classroom” (p. 2). 

According to the authors, this form of curriculum is the most important as most of the 

learning happens within the enacted curriculum. Findings in this study indicated that 

teachers often departed from the intended history curriculum to enact a curriculum 

which they believed would help the students to perform well in national assessments.      
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 The third form of curriculum is the learned curriculum. These are aspects of the 

curriculum that students actually learned in the classroom. Whilst a curriculum might 

have been designed with the intention to achieve all the stated objectives, not all of them 

might be achieved. This could be due to unintended disruptions such as the 

unanticipated pace of learning, the teachers’ competency, or not, to teach the intended 

curriculum, or an ambitious curriculum that seeks to cover too much ground. Findings 

from the interviews conducted with the teachers indicated that they often had to deviate 

from what they had planned because of such issues as time constraints and the emphasis 

placed on preparing students for national examinations.  

 

Summary of The Study 

 It will be recalled that the present study had three aims. The first one was to 

develop an understanding of the historical background to the teaching of history in 

Singaporean secondary schools from 1953 to 1996. The second aim was to develop an 

understanding of recent developments that have taken place, since 1997, in the teaching 

of history in Singaporean secondary schools. The third aim was to develop an 

understanding of the issues, which are currently of concern to secondary school history 

teachers. For the first and second aims of this study, summaries of the findings are 

provided according to the theme–The Intended History Curriculum, focusing, in 

particular, on the central elements of the history curriculum in Singapore. These 

elements are: the objectives for teaching history; the content of history; the pedagogical 

approach in teaching history; and the assessment of history. For the third aim of the 

study, a summary of the five themes that were generated from the data regarding 

teachers’ perspectives towards history education and the challenges they encountered 

while teaching the subject, is provided according to the themes of–The Enacted 

History Curriculum and The Learned History Curriculum.  

 

 This study was an inquiry into the historical background to the teaching of 

secondary school history curriculum in Singapore, the current developments in the 

secondary school history curriculum in Singaporean secondary schools, and the issues 

of concern for Singaporean secondary school history teachers in teaching history. To 

address this inquiry, the interpretivist paradigm, which emphasises social interaction as 

the basis of knowledge (O’Donoghue, 2007), was chosen. This research paradigm 

allowed the researcher to appreciate the deeper motivations and meanings behind the 
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developments of the history curriculum over time. Another strength of this approach 

was in allowing the researcher to construct concepts and ideas out of the accounts 

narrated by the research participants, who were trying to make sense of their own 

experiences (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

 

 To address the first research question, public records and documents were 

examined to help develop deeper insights into the historical development of the history 

curriculum in Singaporean secondary schools. These records and documents included 

official documents that have been archived at the NAS, press releases and history 

syllabus documents produced by the Singaporean Ministry of Education. These sources 

were analysed and interpreted to understand the influences and motivations behind the 

changes and development of the history curriculum since 1953. It will be remembered 

that 1953 marked an important milestone in the evolution of the history curriculum as a 

Sub-Committee was set up to review it. This was the first major review of the history 

curriculum since the end of World War II.  

 

 To address the second research question, official documents that are relevant to 

the recent developments in the teaching of history were examined to understand its 

trajectory since 1997, the year which marked an important milestone in the development 

of history curriculum. In that year and thereafter, key education initiatives were 

introduced to improve the quality of education. These initiatives had a substantial 

impact on the development of the history curriculum. The documents that were analysed 

included history syllabus documents produced by the MOE, speeches, and press 

releases by government officials on curriculum changes and education initiatives. These 

sources were analysed and interpreted to understand the influences and motivations 

behind the recent changes and developments in the history curriculum since 1997. The 

recent changes to the history curriculum were contextualised within the wider reforms 

that had taken place in the Singaporean education system to generate a more meaningful 

understanding of the changes that occurred in the recent history curriculum.   

   

 The third research question was addressed by analysing the data collected by 

means of interviews with eleven teachers from various Singaporean secondary schools 

to understand the current issues they perceive in the teaching of history in those schools. 

To ensure that rich data for generating an in-depth understanding of the issues that 
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history teachers face in teaching the subject could be obtained, the selected teachers in 

this study included Heads of Humanities Departments, Subject Heads, and experienced 

history teachers. This maximum variation sample of participants allowed for a broad 

range of perspectives to emerge for enriching the data. The following sections present 

the summary of the study according to the three themes of the orchestrating framework.  

 

The Intended History Curriculum, 1953–1996 

 The first research aim of this study was addressed in Chapter Five, which 

presented an understanding of the historical background to the development of the 

history curriculum from 1953 to 1996. It is imperative to understand that although this 

research was undertaken to investigate the history curriculum in Singaporean secondary 

schools, the discussion of its development in the earlier years could not be separated 

from the development of the history curriculum in the primary schools. This is because 

history, as a subject, had been taught at the elementary level as early as 1856 

(Doraisamy, et al, 1969). It continued to be taught and examined in primary schools 

until 1972, before it was removed as a subject in the primary schools in 1979. Before 

1972, the history syllabi for the primary and secondary levels were developed alongside 

each other. There follows a summary of the intended history curriculum according to 

key components, namely, objectives of history teaching, content of history, the 

pedagogical approach in history teaching and assessment of history.     

 

Objectives for Teaching History  

 The objectives for the teaching of history were subject to a thorough review in 

the 1950s when a Sub-Committee was set up in Singapore to review the history 

curriculum. At the elementary level, the focus was to ensure that the students were well 

acquainted with the stories of well-known historical characters from the Eastern and 

Western worlds, and events that were relevant to the lives of the students and the living 

environment they inhabited. The main purpose was to transmit social values, rules, and 

norms through the study of those well-known historical characters. As the quality of 

students improved over the years, the objectives of history teaching were raised to 

match the higher cognitive abilities of students in succeeding generations. Consequently, 

from the simple study of well-known historical characters in the 1950s, the focus of 

history teaching began to shift in the 1960s to include the study of Asian, European and 

World History, which were considered to be more sophisticated and appropriate for 
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students of higher abilities.      

 

 It was no coincidence that the change in the objectives of history teaching in the 

early 1960s reflected the mounting desire of the people of Singapore to gain 

independence from the British. When Singapore became independent in 1965, the 

objectives of history teaching changed, yet again, in the late 1960s to reflect the 

country’s new political status as a sovereign nation-state in the world. These changes 

were clearly for the reasons of forging a sense of national identity and loyalty to the 

state (Wong, 1970). In the same period, the objectives of history teaching also had to 

consider the country’s drive towards a more technically-oriented economy, as Singapore 

sought its own economic survival after becoming independent in 1965. 

 

 History education underwent major changes in the 1970s when primary history 

was removed from the PSLE in 1972. MOE regarded the history subject as one that 

could be studied for its own intrinsic values without the need for examinations (Lim, 

1972). The subject, however, continued to be taught at the secondary level. At the 

secondary level, the objectives of history teaching were reviewed in the early 1980s and 

a new lower secondary history curriculum was launched in 1982. The focus of history 

education continued to be on the development of a Singaporean identity in the students, 

through the study of the history of Singapore.  

 

 The objectives of the 1982 lower secondary history curriculum were reviewed 

further in 1992. The 1992 lower secondary history curriculum was better delineated, 

compared to previous revisions, as it classified the objectives of the curriculum into 

three different categories: Content, Skills and Values (MOE, 1992, pp. 8–9). This 

purportedly gave greater clarity and direction to the outcomes of learning history at the 

lower secondary level.  

     

Content of History as a Subject 

 The Sub-Committee that was set up in 1953 to review the history curriculum in 

Singapore highlighted several issues. Amongst the issues found in the history 

curriculum were problems related to the amount of content students were expected to 

learn, and the lack of coherence and connections in the content. Efforts were then taken 

to produce a more progressive history curriculum that took into consideration the 
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cognitive development of the students. Starting from a biographical approach in telling 

the stories of well-known individuals, the history curriculum shifted to the study of 

regional and World History as succeeding generations of students were considered to be 

cognitively mature enough to learn such historical content. The Sub-Committee also 

worked hard to establish a similar curriculum for both the Singaporean Colony and the 

Malayan Federation (Sub-Committee, 1953b, p. 7). The creation of an identical 

curriculum for the two territories mirrored the close historical and geographical 

relationships that Singapore had with the Malayan States. Moreover, it demonstrated 

how broader political forces and circumstances influenced the development of the 

history curriculum. 

 

 The content of the history curriculum underwent several major reviews over a 

short period in the 1950s that reflected changing political circumstances, which 

educators and curriculum planners had to take into account when they designed the 

history curriculum. Such political forces and influences accounted for many of the 

reforms seen in the history curriculum during that period. Post-independence education 

policy in the 1960s witnessed an increasing emphasis being placed on promoting a 

Singaporean identity, something which the state considered to be necessary for political 

survival (Wilson, 1977).   

 

 Moving into the 1970s and 1980s, the content of the lower secondary history 

leaned towards an emphasis on historical knowledge that could help in nation building. 

This explains why the focus was placed squarely on the history of Singapore. The 

history curricula focused mainly on the broader social, economic and political 

influences that were considered to have had a huge impact on Singapore’s history. The 

historical content included the study of influences originating from China, India and the 

Dutch East Indies on the people of Singapore. It also included the study of the Great 

Depression, the development of the tin, rubber and banking industries, the Japanese 

invasion of Southeast Asia, the impact of the Japanese Occupation and the socio-

political developments of Singapore after World War Two (MOE, 1982, pp. 7–9). 

 

 In 1992, the MOE revised the 1982 lower secondary history curriculum to 

reflect a country that was going through a period of economic transformation. In general, 

the lower secondary history curriculum saw greater changes to its content than the upper 
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secondary version, as it was primarily used as a vehicle to drive political objectives and 

achieve national goals. This was especially the case since history was removed as a 

subject in the primary schools in 1979. Secondary history became the first entry point 

from which students were introduced to the subject of history and the history of 

Singapore. Whilst the content of history underwent major changes and developments 

over the decades since the 1950s, the pedagogical approach to the teaching of history 

did not change as much or as rapidly in the same period.  

 

The Pedagogical Approach in History Teaching 

 In general, the pedagogical approach to teaching history in schools in the 1950s 

was a didactic one. There was not much evidence to suggest that the pedagogical 

approach used then was under intense scrutiny by the Sub-Committee. The Sub-

Committee concentrated on revising the content of history at the primary and secondary 

level. Even though history, as a subject, was not seen in isolation from the rest of the 

humanities subjects, a multi-disciplinary approach was not taken in the teaching of 

history. Furthermore, no evidence was discovered to indicate that the teachers were 

adequately prepared for such a multi-disciplinary pedagogical approach. Whilst the 

history curricula had changed over several content revisions, the pedagogical approach 

did not differ nearly so much.   

 

 As the Sub-Committee focused its efforts on revising the content of history and 

left teachers to decide on the pedagogical approaches to be adopted, questions and 

issues related to the pedagogical approach to the teaching of history were not addressed 

even through the 1960s and 1970s. It was not until the 1980s that critical changes were 

observed in the history curriculum revisions. The history syllabus documents in that 

period indicate that teachers were given more specific instructions on how to liven up 

history lessons and make them more interesting and meaningful for the students. Further 

changes to the pedagogical approach to history teaching appeared in the 1990s. One 

example was the introduction of a “conceptual approach” (MOE, 1992, p. 10) towards 

the teaching of history when the lower secondary history curriculum was revised in 

1992. This was the first time such an approach was mentioned in a history syllabus 

document. It marked a major development in the history curriculum as an academic 

discipline at the secondary level.  
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Assessment of History  

 In the 1950s, history assessments were predominantly British-centric and 

focused mainly on British history and the history of the British Empire. In the early 

years of 1960s before Singapore became independent, the assessment of history focused 

mainly on Malayan history. After Singapore became independent in 1965, assessment 

was changed to consider the fact that Singapore was no longer a State of the Federation 

of Malaysia, but a fully independent and sovereign country. Hence, the assessment 

regime changed to reflect the political reality at that juncture and focused on testing the 

knowledge of the students on not just the histories of other countries, but more 

importantly, the history of Singapore.  

 

 A major change in history assessment came in 1972 when history (and geography) 

was no longer formally assessed in school examinations at all primary levels. However, 

it continued to be taught in the primary schools as part of its curriculum until 1979. 

Although it was no longer assessed in school examinations, informal class tests and 

other forms of evaluation such as quizzes were still used to assess students’ knowledge. 

Principals were given the discretion to decide whether to include the results of such 

forms of evaluation in the students’ report books (Lim, 1972).  

 

 At the lower secondary level, history as a compulsory subject was assessed in 

several ways, including a school-based examination. Other forms of assessment 

included fill-in-the-blanks, matching items, multiple-choice questions, map work, 

sequencing/chronology, structured/stimulus questions and short-paragraph questions. 

  

 Project work (individual or group) in history, was also assessed and schools could 

decide to include it as part of Continuous Assessments, which were school-based tests 

(MOE, 1992, p. 10). In general, history assessment continued to be part of the high-

stake assessments throughout the 1980s and 1990s at the secondary level. Students were 

expected to sit for school-based tests and examinations throughout their four or five 

years of study in a secondary school. Attention is now turned to the summary of the 

findings of the second research aim.  

 

The Intended History Curriculum, 1997–Present  

 The second research aim of this study was addressed in Chapter Six, which 
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examined the recent developments in the history curriculum from 1997 to the present. 

To achieve this aim, syllabus documents produced by the Singaporean Ministry of 

Education, speeches and press releases by government officials regarding history 

curriculum changes and education initiatives were analysed. In keeping with the earlier 

summary, the following components of the history curriculum from 1997 to the present 

are featured: objectives of history teaching, content of history, pedagogical approach in 

history teaching and assessment of history.     

 

Objectives for Teaching History  

 The imperatives of rapid industrialisation in Singapore from the 1970s to the 

1980s led to an emphasis on subjects such as mathematics and science, which were 

believed to be needed to create a skilled workforce that could support those industries. 

However, the emphasis on these subjects had started to shift from the mid-1990s as the 

political leaders realised the importance and significance of history, as a subject, for the 

purpose of nation-building (Goh, 1996; Lee, 1997).  

 

 One major impetus was the introduction of the NE initiative in 1997. Following 

its introduction, history, as a subject, was deemed to be crucial in helping to imbue in 

students a sense of nationhood. The main objective for teaching history then was to 

develop traits and attitudes that could bond the people together as a nation. To support 

the NE initiative, more time needed to be freed up for history teachers to implement the 

initiative, which aimed to inculcate a common set of values and a sense of belonging to 

the nation amongst the students. To this end, the history curricula that were introduced 

in 1999 had their content reduced, so that teachers had more time to implement the NE 

initiative. Political imperatives, rather than academic ones, largely influenced the 

objectives of teaching history at this juncture.   

 

 Prior to 1997, students were only expected to acquire a basic knowledge of the 

history of Singapore and be aware of the diverse cultural heritage in the region. 

However, the introduction of the NE initiative introduced major changes to the 

objectives of history teaching in the late 1990s. The changes in the objectives of history 

teaching at this time reflected a trend away from plain acquisition of content knowledge 

to a deeper understanding of the content in which students were engaging. This was in 

part an attempt to foster a greater sense of belonging and relevance of the country’s 
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history to the lives of the people. MOE did not believe it was not enough for students to 

possess historical information per se. More importantly, the students had to be able to 

make some sense out of that information for them to develop a sense of attachment to 

the country. Beyond the NE initiative, this was also in line with the nation-wide 

movement to shift the economy towards one that was knowledge-based (Goh, 1998) in 

the 1990s. For such an economy to emerge, a certain degree of independence in thinking 

and a critical disposition were deemed to be necessary for the economy to transform 

itself.  

 

 A further development in the history curriculum came with the launch of the 

revised lower secondary history curriculum in 2013, which focused entirely on the 

history of Singapore from the 14th century to the 1970s. This was in stark contrast to 

prior lower secondary history curriculum, for which students, in addition to 

investigating the history of Singapore (covered at secondary two level), were still 

expected to read other countries’ history. By making the history of Singapore the only 

history to be investigated at the lower secondary level over a course of two years, the 

Ministry of Education sent a strong message to the younger generation of Singaporeans 

in prioritising the need to know one’s own country before knowing about others. The 

emphasis placed on prioritising the learning of Singapore’s history at the lower 

secondary level underscored the significant social and political functions that secondary 

history education plays within the education system.  

 

Content of History as a Subject 

 With the introduction of NE in 1997, more time had to be allowed for history 

teachers to discuss NE related issues in the classroom. As a result, the content in the 

history curricula was reduced to allow teachers the time to conduct those discussions in 

the classroom. Without increasing the total amount of time allocated to the subject of 

history, the reduction of content to be covered in the history syllabi created the space 

that was needed, within the curriculum, for teachers to implement the NE initiative. This 

included the use of history lessons to discuss current issues and their links to past events. 

Teachers were not instructed to create new instructional materials but were encouraged 

to use existing ones to conduct lessons. In cases where content reduction was less than 

10 percent, MOE recommended that there should be a reduction in written assignments 

to allow teachers more time to conduct classroom discussions (MOE, 1998b, 1998c). 
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 Further changes were seen in the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum. Not 

only were students required to read the histories of the ancient civilisations of India, 

Southeast Asia and China, they also had to draw lessons from these civilisations and see 

their relevance to Singapore. The content of history studied was intended to give 

students a broad overview of their ancient roots so that they could be proud of their own 

roots and cultural heritage (MOE, 1999). Interestingly, this was a substantial departure 

from the way history was viewed in the past, as political leaders had reasoned that for 

Singapore to develop into a nation that the people could call their own, the old historical 

and emotional attachments to their ancestral country had to be severed (Rajaratnam, 

1987, as cited in Loh, 1998, p. 3).  

 

 Whilst the lower secondary history focused on the history of Singapore and the 

ancient civilisations to create a sense of belonging and rootedness to the country 

amongst the students, the content of the upper secondary history prepared them to 

pursue the subject of history beyond the secondary level. As such, the content they 

examined included important and significant international historical events and forces 

that shaped the twentieth-century world. It was no coincidence that the content of the 

upper secondary history curriculum centred on the events and political developments 

occurring before and after World War I and World War II. 

 

 Following in the wake of the NE initiative in 1997, two other significant 

initiatives were introduced in the early 2000s. These initiatives were Innovation and 

Enterprise (I&E) and Teach Less, Learn More (TLLM). To support these initiatives, the 

content of the 2008 upper secondary history curriculum was trimmed further and kept 

its focus tightly trained on the historical events and political developments occurring in 

twentieth-century Europe. To the disappointment of some history teachers, two units on 

Chinese history were removed when that syllabus was launched (11KES.11_1230).  

 

 Other than the upper secondary history curriculum, the lower secondary history 

curriculum was also revised in 2013 to focus squarely on the history of Singapore from 

the 14th century to 1975, a decade after Singapore attained independence. This 

curriculum continues to be carried out in schools to date.  

 

 



	
	

	
	
	

176	
	

Pedagogical Approach to History Teaching 

 With the introduction of NE in 1997, the history curricula in 1998 became an 

interim version that focused mostly on content reduction, on the way the subject was 

taught. Purportedly, this was done to free up the time needed for teachers to implement 

NE in the classroom. Thus, the pedagogical approach remained unchanged in the 1998 

history curricula. However, the 1999 lower secondary history curriculum, which was 

implemented in the following year, expanded on the teaching strategies introduced in 

1982 and 1992. Some of the teaching strategies suggested for the lower secondary 

history curriculum included co-operative learning, K-W-L (Ogle, 1986), and 

brainstorming. These suggested strategies in the 1999 lower secondary history were 

more specific and delineated compared to those in 1992. The main thrust of the 

pedagogical approach was to move away from “chalk-and-talk” in teaching by making 

history lessons more engaging to students using questioning techniques that stimulate 

thinking. Lower-order questions that merely expected students to recall facts were 

discouraged (MOE, 1999). This is indicative of an increasing emphasis on the 

development of critical and creative thinking skills in the study of history over the years. 

 

 Besides the use of higher-order questioning techniques, another important 

teaching tool that was introduced was the use of Information Technology (IT) to 

facilitate independent learning amongst the students, and provide them with access to 

more learning resources. Whilst the use of multi-media resources was not a new 

phenomenon in education, the advent of the Internet and portable computing allowed 

teachers to expand the learning environment of the students much further than was 

possible in the past. The use of this teaching strategy was strongly encouraged in history 

classrooms to help drive the IT initiative nation-wide. 

 

 The push for a qualitative change in the way educators taught was maintained 

into the new millennium through the introduction of education initiatives such as I&E 

and TLLM. However, a pivotal change to the pedagogical approach in the teaching of 

history occurred when a new upper secondary history curriculum was launched in 2012, 

which was implemented in schools the following year. Unlike previous history 

curriculum reviews that focused largely on the content of history, the 2012 upper 

secondary history curriculum paid greater attention to the pedagogical approach in the 

teaching of history. The most substantial change was the introduction of inquiry-based 
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learning as the recommended pedagogy for designing lesson activities and instructions 

(Afandi, 2013). In recommending the use of inquiry-based learning, MOE believed that 

the adoption of such an approach would help students take greater ownership of their 

own learning by encouraging them to think more reflectively, and not rely on their 

teachers as transmitters of historical knowledge (MOE, 2012).  

 

 All secondary schools were provided with the Teaching and Learning Guides 

written by the MOE to ensure success in the implementation of the inquiry-based 

learning approach. The Teaching and Learning Guide contains five sections that 

comprise the syllabus documents, the rationale and strategies for inquiry-based learning, 

the assessment guide, unit plans and sample lesson packages and suggested readings to 

aid teachers in their professional development. The depth and breadth of the Teaching 

and Learning Guide reflected the commitment of the Ministry to changing the way 

teachers had been teaching the subject of history.  

 

Assessment of History  

 Although NE was one of the key education initiatives introduced in the 1990s, it 

did not change the mode and format of assessing the subject of history. Ostensibly, this 

was to minimise disruptions in assessments so that teachers could implement the 

initiative successfully without having to worry about its impact on students’ 

performance in examinations. This also helped to ensure that the students were not 

disadvantaged in the examinations because of abrupt changes being made to 

assessments. Whilst the NE initiative had an impact on the content of the subject of 

history, its impact on assessment was not as significant.  

 

 That being said, there were still some changes to the assessment of history in the 

1999 lower secondary history assessment regime. These changes were implemented in 

the following year. In contrast to previous years’ assessments that were primarily 

summative, the 1999 lower secondary history assessment emphasised the use of 

formative assessment, alongside summative ones. In the 1999 lower secondary history 

assessment, students were expected to demonstrate process and critical thinking skills, 

in addition to displaying strong historical knowledge. The types of questions were also 

expanded to include multiple-choice questions, source-based questions, structured 

questions, and structured essay questions. These questions made it possible for students 
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to be assessed on higher-order thinking skills such as interpreting, analysing, 

synthesising, and evaluating. The aim of these assessment revisions was to encourage 

independent learning and the development of a disposition towards historical inquiry in 

the students (MOE, 1999). The trend of assessing higher-order thinking in the subject of 

history continued in subsequent years.   

 

 The significance of formative assessment in the subject of history as a means to 

help students learn about history is something that MOE has increasingly been focusing 

on over the years. The 2012 upper secondary history Teaching and Learning Guide is an 

example of a major leap in its attempt to describe and clarify history assessment in 

terms of what it is and how it can be used to enhance students’ learning. The 2012 upper 

secondary history assessment is by far the most delineated and comprehensive 

compared to previous versions, such as the 1998 and 2008 upper secondary history 

curricula. As such, it demonstrates the clear intention of using assessment more 

effectively to enhance students’ learning.   

 

 This section concludes the summary of the intended history curriculum set out 

by the Singaporean Ministry of Education, which comprises the first and second 

research aims of this study, from 1953 to the present. In the next section, a summary of 

the third research aim is provided according to the themes of The Enacted History 

Curriculum and The Learned History Curriculum.  

 

The Enacted History Curriculum 

 The third research aim of this study was addressed in Chapter Seven, which 

presented some of the issues that are currently of concern to secondary school teachers 

regarding the teaching of history. In this study, “concerns” were taken to mean matters 

that affect the teachers in their day-to-day work in school, and the broader philosophical 

considerations that are deemed to be as important in the teaching of history. Eleven 

history teachers were interviewed to understand the concerns they faced in the teaching 

of history in secondary schools. The data collected in the interviews were analysed 

thematically to reveal the main concerns the teachers perceived when they taught the 

subject. The four themes that relate to The Enacted Curriculum are: 
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•  “Caging Anxieties”; 

• “Unsettling Ambivalence”; 

• “Pedagogical Tensions”; 

• “Nagging Doubts”. 

 

 The first theme outlines the sense of powerlessness as perceived by the teachers 

in this study towards the education system in terms of the systemic constraints that they 

felt were imposed on them. The second theme describes the sense of ambivalence as 

perceived by the teachers when faced with the rapid changes in the history curricula in 

recent years. The third theme describes the pedagogical tensions as perceived by the 

teachers who had to cope with the shift from a content-based history curriculum to one 

that emphasises the use of the inquiry-based learning approach. The fourth theme 

describes the sense of doubt as perceived by the history teachers in this study regarding 

their own competencies, and those of their fellow colleagues. Each theme is now 

examined in turn. 

 

Theme 1: Caging Anxieties 

 One of the themes that emerged from the data was a sense of powerlessness that 

the teachers felt in their job because of the perceived systemic constraints imposed on 

them by the assessment regime. Four issues, in particular; namely “an assessment driven 

curriculum,” “time constraints,” “teachers feeling under siege” and “tough reality,” gave 

rise to the teachers’ sense of powerlessness. The following section presents a summary 

of the related issues as perceived by the teachers. 

 

 Assessment-driven Curriculum. The teachers in the present study agreed that 

the strong emphasis placed on assessing the subject of history created a situation 

whereby they were under pressure to teach to the assessment standards. They perceived 

that they were held accountable to the school’s management and to the students’ parents 

for their students’ academic performance. As such, they perceived that the curriculum 

was largely driven by assessment and revolved around “getting the teaching right to 

answering exam questions” (07GKS.08_950). Even though it might not have been their 

initial intention to focus their attention on assessment, it became a concern that had 

sufficient impact for the teachers to change their teaching approach to meet the 

assessment demands. The teachers expressed a sense of helplessness in their ability to 
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improve the situation because they perceived that they were impotent to change the 

assessment regime as it had already been established by MOE. Further complicating the 

problem of a curriculum driven by assessment was a lack of time to complete the 

history syllabus and prepare the students for examinations.  

 

 Time Constraints. The teachers in this study perceived that the three periods of 

weekly lessons (a total of 105 minutes) recommended by the MOE was not enough to 

cover the syllabus adequately when the inquiry-based learning approach was used. 

Consequently, the teachers often had to gloss over the content and move on quickly 

through the topics that had to be covered. Furthermore, the teachers had to perform 

other extracurricular activities that took up much of their time. In general, the teachers 

perceived a sense of detachment from their teaching responsibilities.  

 

 Teachers Under Siege. The data revealed that the teachers in this study 

perceived they were under an enormous amount of pressure in carrying out their 

responsibilities to prepare their students for the examination. Most of them perceived 

that it was difficult to realise the ideals they held as teachers of history. Whilst they 

wished to spend more time in developing students’ interest in the subject of history, 

they perceived that they were compelled to fulfil the assessment demands at the expense 

of teaching the subject in any meaningful way. They struggled with the many demands 

placed on them as teachers, and often felt that they were “under siege.” In order to cope 

with the high level of stress in performing multiple roles and duties, the teachers 

developed a coping mechanism to help them relieve some of the pressure they 

encountered in their job.  

 

 Coping Mechanism. To relieve the intense pressure they faced, the teachers in 

this study came to accept the near impossibility of changing the assessment-bound 

system and chose not to contest the system. The constant feeling of being under siege 

was something which they learned to cope with by surrendering some of the ideals they 

held as teachers of history. The teachers went along with what they believed was most 

expected of them in an assessment-bound education system and focused on preparing 

their students for the high-stake examinations.   
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Theme 2: Unsettling Ambivalence 

 The second theme that emerged from the data was a sense of ambivalence 

experienced by the teachers in this study towards the current changes in the history 

curriculum. Whilst they were generally supportive of the current lower and upper 

secondary history curricula, the teachers expressed concerns about the amount of 

content that had to be covered in the current history curricula. They were also equally 

concerned about the inquiry-based learning approach that had to be adopted to teach the 

subject. A summary of three related issues is now presented; namely “the right foot 

forward,” “qualified optimism” and “impact of current history syllabi on teachers.”  

 

 The Right Foot Forward. In general, the teachers in this study were supportive 

of the changes made in the new lower and upper secondary history curricula. They were 

of the opinion that the decreased emphasis on content mastery in assessment, and the 

increased focus on the teaching of skills in the current curricula were positive changes. 

They found the use of the inquiry-based learning approach in teaching history helped 

encourage students to be more independent thinkers, and made them rely less on their 

teachers for answers. This was also the strongest reason they supported the current 

history curricula. That being said, the teachers in this study also qualified their optimism 

with some reservations about the current history curricula.  

 

 Qualified Optimism. Whilst some of the teachers in this study perceived that 

the current upper secondary history curricula covered too much content that spanned 

across a long period, there were others who perceived that there was not enough content 

coverage. In particular, the teachers perceived that the exclusion of the history of China 

from the upper secondary history curriculum had caused gaps in students’ 

understanding of contemporary historical and political events. This had implications for 

the students’ understanding of the historical context leading to the rise of China and its 

relations to the rest of the world. Another concern that was raised by the teachers was 

the speed at which changes had been made to the history curricula. They expressed 

difficulty in keeping up with the changes that had been made to content, pedagogy, and 

assessment in the subject over recent years.    

 

 The Impact of Current History Curricula on Teachers. The third issue that 

was of concern to the teachers in this study was the perceived increase in their workload 
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because of the changes made in the new history curricula. The main concern here was 

the number of lessons the teachers had to prepare to teach using the inquiry-based 

learning approach. They perceived that the current history curricula were too demanding 

on the teachers as they had to prepare the students not only for historical skills but also 

for research and thinking skills. Furthermore, the teachers had to organise history 

fieldtrips to enhance the learning experiences of the students beyond the classroom. 

According to the teachers, such activities required a considerable amount of time to 

prepare, something which they could ill afford. The next theme of “pedagogical tensions” 

is summarised in the next section.   

 

Theme 3: Pedagogical Tensions 

 The third theme that emerged from the data was that of “pedagogical tensions” 

perceived by the teachers in this study when they taught the current history curricula. 

There was no consensus amongst the teachers regarding the relative priority existing 

between historical skills and historical knowledge. Although all the teachers perceived 

that one cannot do without the other, they were not in agreement as to which one 

students should learn first. Some of the teachers in this study perceived that it was more 

important for the students to acquire historical skills first, so that they would be able to 

apply these skills to help them understand the historical knowledge that they would 

acquire in the process of learning the subject of history. However, there were other 

teachers who perceived that students should acquire enough historical knowledge first, 

before they can learn about the historical skills, as these skills could not be applied 

when students did not possess sufficient historical knowledge with which to work. 

Issues regarding the pedagogical tensions between the two approaches are now 

summarised; namely “skills over knowledge,” “knowledge over skills” and “balancing 

skills and historical knowledge.”  

 

 Skills Over Knowledge. Some teachers in this study perceived that the 

construction of historical narratives, as an interpretive exercise, requires one to possess 

a certain set of skills to read sources accurately, before historical events can be 

interpreted and understood meaningfully. As such, the acquisition of any historical 

knowledge appears to be meaningless on its own, unless the students have the skills to 

interpret it accurately. Therefore, these teachers deemed that it was more important for 

students to learn the historical skills first before acquiring historical knowledge. It was 
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on this basis that they perceived that the changes made to the current history curricula 

had been mostly positive. In particular, they perceived that the introduction of Historical 

Inquiry (HI) was a major improvement over the preceding secondary history curricula.  

 

 Another reason these teachers perceived that the current history curricula were 

better was attributable to the emphasis placed on the teaching of historical skills that 

encouraged students to think independently. They perceived that the use of inquiry-

based learning as a pedagogical approach was important in helping to create a learning 

environment where students became more inquisitive, and learned not to depend on 

their teachers for answers. However, not all the teachers in this study shared the same 

views. Some of the teachers perceived that the teaching of skills had been 

overemphasised at the expense of the acquisition of historical knowledge.  

 

 Knowledge Over Skills. Some of the teachers in this study perceived that it was 

more important for the students to acquire sufficient content knowledge before they 

could apply the historical skills meaningfully. According to these teachers, the content 

served as a foundation on which the skills could then be exercised. They perceived that 

the content of history formed the basis of learning, and the students had to possess 

enough historical knowledge before the skills could be used to analyse the information. 

For these teachers, the learning of history starts with the mastery of historical 

knowledge before progression can be made to learning the skills that are needed to 

process that knowledge. Although this group of teachers attributed greater importance to 

historical knowledge over historical skills, they did not dismiss the notion that it was 

crucial for students to learn historical skills. What they expressed as challenging was the 

balancing of these two considerations in their teaching.  

 

 Balancing Skills and Historical Knowledge. The teachers in this study 

perceived that it was difficult to achieve a balance between the teaching of historical 

skills, on the one hand, and historical knowledge on the other in the new history 

curricula. Whilst they recognised the importance of using an inquiry-based learning 

approach to teach the subject of history, they were doubtful it could be accomplished 

without compromising the coverage of the content of history. In general, the teachers 

agreed that the difficulty in striking a balance between the teaching of historical skills 

and historical knowledge was caused by the lack of time in covering the syllabi using 
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the inquiry-based learning approach. For instance, some of these teachers perceived that 

too much content was required to be covered in the upper secondary history for an 

inquiry-based learning approach to be used effectively.  

 

 Although the concern expressed by the teachers in this study over the lack of 

time to cover the current history syllabi adequately was nothing new, it was 

compounded by the teachers’ sense of doubt in themselves and in their fellow 

colleagues regarding their ability to teach the subject of history competently.  

 

Theme 4: Nagging Doubt 

 The fourth theme that emerged from the interview data was a sense of doubt 

perceived by the teachers in this study whilst teaching the current history syllabi. Two 

specific dimensions, namely “self-doubt” and “doubting others,” that are related to this 

theme are now summarised. 

 

 Self-doubt (Skills and Knowledge). Notwithstanding that teachers in this study 

perceived the use the of the inquiry-based learning approach in the teaching of history to 

be a positive development in the current history curricula, they were also concerned 

about the difficulty entailed in using this approach. The teachers were not familiar with 

this method of learning before it was introduced in 2012, as they were never taught in 

this way when they were students themselves. As a result, they could not draw on their 

experience as a student to understand the use of such an approach from a student’s 

perspective. 

 

 Furthermore, the teachers perceived that their lack of familiarity with the skills 

of inquiry was exacerbated by not being sufficiently guided by their more senior 

colleagues when they first entered the teaching profession. Besides doubting themselves 

in their ability to conduct history lessons using the inquiry-based learning approach, 

some of these teachers were also concerned that their limited content knowledge 

hindered them from teaching the subject effectively. 

 

 Doubting Others (Skills & Knowledge). Although the more experienced 

teachers in this study had doubts about their own ability to cope with the current history 

curricula, they were equally, if not more concerned about the capacity of their less 
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experienced and younger colleagues to cope with the same curricula. Some of the 

teachers doubted that the training provided by the CPDD in the use of the inquiry-based 

learning approach, was sufficient even for the more experienced teachers. The teachers 

in this study perceived that if teachers were not adequately trained to use the inquiry-

based learning approach, they would simply revert to didactic teaching. To address this 

issue, the teachers suggested that more time and professional development opportunities 

should be given to the teachers to develop their competencies in this area. However, 

they perceived that there had been a lack of regular professional development 

opportunities for enhancing their competencies through the years. As a result, the 

teachers were of the view that they were left to their own devices to figure out how best 

to teach the current history curricula. Many of them continued to teach didactically.   

 

 In addition to the concern about the teaching competencies of other teachers, 

some of the teachers in this study were doubtful that teachers possessed enough 

historical knowledge and mastery of the subject to enable them to teach successfully. It 

was perceived that the lack of subject mastery could create problems for teachers as 

they would find it hard to explain certain historical concepts to the students, when 

required.  

 

 In the next section, the theme of The Learned History Curriculum is presented. It 

should be recalled that The Learned Curriculum refers to the aspects of the curriculum 

that students actually learned in the classroom. Whilst a curriculum might have been 

designed with the intention to achieve all the stated objectives, not all of them might be 

achieved. This could be attributed to unintended interruptions such as the unanticipated 

pace of learning, the teachers’ competency, or not, to teach the intended curriculum, or 

an ambitious curriculum that seeks to cover too much ground. Findings from the 

interviews conducted with the teachers indicated that they often had to deviate from 

what they had planned because of such issues as time constraints and the emphasis 

placed on preparing students for national examinations.  

  

The Learned History Curriculum 

 This section provides a summary of a theme that emerged from the data, which 

relates to the perceived struggles of the students in coping with the current history 

curricula. Whilst a planned curriculum must be taught well for its objectives and 
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intentions to be realised fully, it does not necessarily mean that the students will 

experience all that has been planned for or taught to them. Some of the reasons that may 

explain this discrepancy include the students’ learning dispositions and their learning 

abilities.  

 

 This section summarises the perspectives of the teachers on their students’ 

experience with the current history curricula. In general, the teachers in this study were 

concerned that their students were not learning and performing well in the current 

history curricula. All of them held a similar view that their students were struggling 

with the subject, resulting in their underperformance in examinations. The teachers 

perceived that this could be attributed to three related issues. The first one relates to the 

students’ pragmatic attitude towards education. The second one relates to the students’ 

disposition towards learning in general, and the third issue relates to the students’ 

linguistic abilities. A summary of the three related issues is now presented. 

 

The Students’ Pragmatic Attitude Towards Education 

 According to the participants in this study, one of the main reasons why the 

students were not performing well in the subject of history was because of the low 

priority they accorded to it. This was a consequence of the pragmatic approach they 

adopted to prioritise the subjects they were able to perform well in examinations. Since 

the students perceived the subject of history to be non-essential in helping them further 

their studies in popular disciplines such as medicine, law or engineering at the tertiary 

level, they were not willing to invest their time and effort to master the subject of 

history. Consequently, the lack of effort had a negative impact on the students’ 

assessment performance, which, in turn, convinced them that the subject was not one in 

which they could excel. The teachers perceived that these circumstances became a 

vicious cycle that was self-fulfilling.     

 

Students’ Disposition Towards Learning 

 In general, the teachers in this study perceived that the students were passive 

towards their learning and lacked the desire and drive to learn autonomously. Some of 

the common problems that the teachers encountered included students not doing prior 

reading before the lessons and not being on task during class activities. The teachers 

perceived that the students lacked the motivation to work hard and had little thirst for 
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knowledge. Inevitably, they relied on the teachers to explain most of the historical 

events to them. Furthermore, the students’ poor disposition towards learning was 

exacerbated by their weak linguistic abilities. 

 

Students’ Linguistic Abilities   

 The teachers in this study perceived that the students’ weak command of the 

English Language hindered their ability to succeed in the subject of history. They 

reasoned that because the students were not able to understand much of the vocabulary 

in the history textbook, they were deterred from reading it and faced difficulty in doing 

so. Furthermore, the teachers perceived that the students’ weak linguistic abilities also 

affected their ability to read and understand historical sources. This was considered to 

be one of the most challenging issues confronting the teachers as they were expected to 

prepare their students for assessments that examined their ability to interpret historical 

sources.   

 

 The preceding sections summarised the findings of the study reported in this 

thesis, attention is now turned to describing the limitations of the research and its 

implications for policy, practice and future research. 

 

Limitations of Study 

 It will be recalled that the study has three main aims which were to develop an 

understanding of the historical background to the teaching of history for secondary 

schools in Singapore, of the recent developments of the secondary school history 

curriculum in Singapore, and the current concerns of the secondary school history 

teachers in Singapore. As such, the historical context in which the secondary school 

history curriculum has developed, and the issues that the teachers faced in teaching 

history might have been unique, determining that the findings in this study are not 

generalisable. However, according to Gobo (2004), the concept of generalisability can 

be based on the idea of “social representativeness” (p. 453), which is beyond the 

confines of statistical representativeness. He argues that the aim is to observe the 

relationships between the variables, and not to assess the frequency in which a certain 

characteristic has appeared in a phenomenon under investigation. To him, 

generalisability is the unchanging property of the phenomenon and not a product of a 

statistical rule. According to Gobo’s argument, generalisability in qualitative research 
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relates to general structures rather than singular social actions, which are only examples 

of such a structure.    

 

 That being said, the findings from the first and second research questions are 

unique to Singapore’s historical, economic, social and political context. It can be argued 

that history curriculum developers in other countries may not be able to transfer the 

findings of this study readily in developing the secondary school history curriculum in 

their own contexts. This is because other contexts may not face similar conditions, as 

Singapore’s geographical location, political history, social and economic circumstances 

that have influenced the development of its history curriculum.  

 

 Regarding the third research question, it may be contended that the findings are 

more generalisable than those pertaining to the first two questions. As Singapore 

operates central control over the development of the history curriculum in secondary 

schools, the perspectives of the teachers in this study may be shared by other history 

teachers in Singaporean secondary schools. The understandings generated by this study 

could be used by the Singaporean Ministry of Education to develop appropriate 

professional development for teachers and help to advance the development of the 

history curriculum in the future.  

 

Implications of the Research 

 The findings of the first two research questions provide the historical 

background for which current issues and concerns held by history teachers may be 

better understood. Furthermore, they provide an explanation of the connection between 

the historical and current roles and functions of the subject of history. A good 

understanding of the historical context to the development of the secondary history 

curriculum in Singapore is important in helping policy makers make sense of the past 

rationales for which such developments have taken place. These understandings also 

delineate the changing roles and functions of the subject of history, which may be useful, 

for the future planning and development of the subject. As the findings in this study 

indicated, the development of the secondary history curriculum followed a trajectory 

that reflected the economic, political, and social developments occurring in Singapore 

over time. As the economic survival of Singapore was paramount in the post-

independence years, subjects, such as history, that were not considered crucial in 
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advancing the economic development of the country were relegated to a lesser position 

of importance. As such, subjects such as science, mathematics and technical studies 

were favoured over the humanities subjects.  

 

 The status and significance of history as a subject only started to change in the 

mid-1990s when the political leaders realised that more had to be done in humanities 

education to foster a united country, with greater social cohesion. Consequently, the 

function of learning history took on a political undertone. In other words, the subject of 

history was used to drive the political agenda of the state. It is only in recent years that 

development of the history curriculum focused more on teaching the subject as an 

academic discipline.  

 

 Nonetheless, the trajectory that the development of secondary history curriculum 

followed over the years has hindered the development of the subject as an academic 

discipline. By placing the subject in the shadows in the name of economic development, 

the subject was relegated to a less significant position, and deemed to be the poorer 

relation of other subjects that were believed to be crucial for economic development. 

Such a perspective obstructed the development of the history subject and possibly 

discouraged capable students from choosing history as their preferred subject at 

institutions of higher learning. Policy makers need to consider carefully the implications 

of using the history subject to implement any political programme or initiative in the 

future.  

     

 Attention is now turned to the implications arising from the findings of the third 

research question. The following section discusses the implications of the findings of 

the third research question for the development of policy, practice and further research. 

  

Implications of the Findings of Research Question Three for the Development of 

Policy 

 The findings related to research question three are relevant to policy makers as 

they may have the potential to inform future decisions that could have an impact on 

history teachers’ work and their professional development. There seems to be a 

contradictory force at work that mitigates the gains made in the curricular changes that 

have occurred. Whilst all the teachers in this study appreciate the history curriculum that 
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was planned by the CPDD, they also perceived there was considerable difficulty in 

implementing it. This implies there is a gap between the curriculum that was planned 

and the version that was taught. Several strategies may be implemented to address this 

gap. These strategies may include providing greater support for history teachers through 

the Allied Educators scheme, giving more time for history teachers to plan and carry out 

their lesson plans that emphasis the development of critical thinking, and providing 

sustained professional development for history teachers in pedagogies that promote 

disciplinary thinking. 

 

 Another key area that is worthy of attention by policy makers is the implications 

of high-stake examinations on teaching and learning. All the teachers in this study 

perceived that these examinations had negatively affected the way they taught and the 

way students learnt. This is a case of “the assessment tail wagging the curriculum dog” 

(Munfanechiya, 2012; Sergiovanni, Starratt & Cho, 2014). Teachers in this study 

confessed that they caved in to the pressure of high-stake examinations and ultimately 

focussed on preparing students for examinations, rather than developing their cognitive 

skills, which was the intention of the planned history curriculum. Understandably, 

therefore, the teachers felt a great deal of tension between teaching the students 

according to the objectives of the new history curricula and the pressure to ensure that 

their students did well in examinations. More could be done, perhaps, to decouple the 

appraisal of teachers’ performance from students’ academic performance. This would 

help to reassure teachers of the value of their work and encourage them to set their 

sights on the learning process, rather than the results of students’ performance in 

examinations. This is not to say that examinations should no longer be important. 

Rather that they should not be dominant. The discussion will now focus on the 

implications of the research findings for practice.   

 

Implications of the Research Findings for Practice 

The findings of the third research question have implications for the teaching and 

learning of the subject of history.  

 

Implications for Teaching   

 There is a need to create a sustained and progressive professional development 

programme for history teachers to deepen their content knowledge and pedagogical 



	
	

	
	
	

191	
	

competencies to teach the subject using the inquiry-based learning approach. One way 

to deepen the teachers’ content knowledge is to organise more content-based workshops 

and lectures throughout the year for teachers to acquire greater in-depth content 

knowledge. For this purpose, history teachers may be surveyed to ascertain their needs, 

and appropriate teachers could be invited to conduct the professional development 

sessions. History teachers’ pedagogical skills in the use of the inquiry-based learning 

approach may be enhanced by developing a progressive professional development 

programme that considers the varying levels of competencies of the teachers. The 

professional learning programme could be divided into different levels of mastery, 

starting from the more basic skills of inquiry to the more advanced techniques used in 

historical inquiry.        

 

 Within the school environment, it is evident that there is a need for greater 

collaboration amongst the history teachers in sharing resources and best teaching 

practices. It would be desirable for more help and support to be given to the less 

experienced teachers who are still developing in their roles. The less experienced 

teacher may be paired with a more experienced one, with the more experienced 

colleague acting as a mentor to guide the novice teacher accordingly.  

 

Implications for Learning 

 It is evident that it would be desirable for students to change their perception of 

the subject of history as impossible to learn well. To this end, more can be done to 

improve their linguistic abilities and historical literacy. According to Goudvis and 

Harvey (2012), literacy in history means the ability to read and decipher a wide range of 

historical sources to construct historical ideas and narratives. It was held by the 

participants in this study that their students’ abilities to read historical sources were 

weak, and consequently, it affected their appreciation and understanding of historical 

events. Improving students’ abilities to read sources will help them to appreciate the 

subject of history more fully by dispelling the notion that this subject is just an 

amalgamation of facts and information to be memorised. This may assist in motivating 

the students to invest greater effort in learning the subject comprehensively as they learn 

to master the art of constructing historical narrative. To achieve this, better use of 

primary sources of substantial length could be explored to develop the students’ ability 

to recognise the complexities of historical events, and the difficulties in constructing a 
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historical narrative. Through the use of lengthier sources, students can learn to look at 

historical events in a more sophisticated and contextualised manner that shorter sources 

are less likely to achieve. By learning to source (Wineburg, Martin & Monte-Sano, 

2013) a document, students acquire the skills to engage and interrogate sources, instead 

of reading them passively. This may help to increase their historical literacy over time.  

 

Implications for Further Research 

 This study has presented a historical background to the development of the 

secondary school history curriculum and the current concerns that teachers had in 

teaching the subject, However, further research could be conducted to gain a more 

thorough understanding of the secondary school history curriculum in Singapore. 

Several pertinent issues that arose in the course of the present study fell beyond the 

investigative ambit of the research. Further investigations into these issues would be 

useful for the future development of the history curriculum in Singapore. In particular, 

more research could be undertaken according to the following areas: 

• A longitudinal study of history teachers’ perceptions on the history 

curriculum in Singapore. 

• Understanding history teachers’ professional learning needs to develop a 

sustained and progressive professional development model at the national 

level. 

• Understanding the school environment to develop a supportive culture for 

collaborative work amongst history teachers within the school.   

• Students’ perceptions on the new secondary school history curriculum. In 

particular, the use of the inquiry-based learning approach in the teaching of 

history. 

 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, it is hoped that this study has provided insights into the 

development of the history curriculum for secondary schools in Singapore and the 

current concerns of teachers teaching the subject. More could be done in the future to 

prepare teachers for any curricular changes, so that they will have the confidence to 

teach the subject effective. Whilst initial courses and workshops are provided for history 

teachers in the use of new pedagogical approaches, it would be advantageous to develop 
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a more sustained and progressive professional development model in order to hone the 

knowledge and skills of the teachers.  

 

 In general, the implementation of the current history curriculum for secondary 

schools in Singapore faces the following challenges: 

• The heavy workload of history teachers distracts them from spending time 

to design better lessons for their students. 

• The strong emphasis on school-based and national assessments, coupled 

with the lack of time to cover the syllabus, force the teachers to teach in a 

didactic manner. 

• The lack of a sustained and progressive professional training model hinders 

the development of history teachers in their historical skills and knowledge. 

 

 There is a need to expand the collaborations occurring between the Ministry of 

Education and school administrators to address the concerns history teachers have in 

implementing the current lower and upper secondary history curricula. Through the 

joint efforts of the Ministry officials, school administrators and the teachers, it is hoped 

that future generations of students will be inspired to learn more about the nation’s past.  
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