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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

1.0 Rationale for the Study

This study attempts to illuminate the processes of planned change.
More specifically, it examines the difficulties of implementing a revised
English language syllabus in the context of Singapore’s educational, cultural,
socio-economic and political frameworks. It considers, too, those who plan
change, the assumptions and models which inform their work, and the impact
of their actions. A broad view, then, is taken of syllabus implementation as
part of a larger pattern of systems, individuals and events which needs to be
understood before a formal implementation programme begins (Kennedy,
1988).

It is recognised that a knowledge of the successes and pitfalls of
previous change efforts should inform the work of syllabus writers and
implementors. So, this is a historical study, a diachronic comparison of two
implementation exercises, separated by a decade.

A comparison of the two syllabus documents (see Appendix A:447)
and the processes by which they were implemented reveals considerable
differences between them. For example, syllabus writers’ and implementors’
views of both teachers and pupils radically changed. By 1992, teachers had
been transformed from people needing professional help to individuals capable
of selecting and adapting resource materials to suit the needs of their pupils.
In the classroom, their roles multiplied, reflecting recommendations to adopt
a humanist approach to teaching. Pupils became first instead of second

language learners of English, taking responsibility for their learning. By 1992,



specificrather than general recommendations were made regarding classroom
procedures, which were to reflect principles of integration, interaction and
contextualisation, and to encourage more oral work. Syllabus writers and
heads of department became change agents, a role played by course book
writers in 1982. Course books, in 1982 seen as the means of implementing
a syllabus, became a resource in the implementation process. Assessment
became more wide ranging in 1992, including measures for formative
evaluation alongside the traditional, externally set public examinations.

Clearly, implementing the 1991 revised English Language Syllabus in
Singapore represented a radical change effort. This study tries to understand
this process, its successes and failures, its impact on teaching and learning,
and the divergence of policy and practice.

The researcher’s experience as a change agent was the initial
motivation for the study. It led to an acceptance of the theory that change is
a long term process brought about by interactions between human beings
(Rogers, 1983; Fullan with Stiegelbauer, 1991: Widdowson 1993; Breen
1995). Factors affecting change, therefore, are very difficult to identify or
measure. They could be apparently extraneous, like a sick child, or more
obviously relevant but of indefinable impact, for example the personality of
a change agent.

Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that "the process of change and the
factors which promote or inhibit innovation” have been neglected in the
literature of applied linguistics and language teaching (White, 1993:245). The
situation has improved since 1993 (see, for example, De Lano et a/, 1994;

Brown, J.D., 1995; Bailey and Nunan, 1996; Green and Beavis, 1996;
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Hamilton, 1996) but it is still fair to say that not enough is known about the
process of change in English language teaching. Without such knowledge, it
is very difficult to establish a time frame for or predict the outcomes of a
planned change process (Kelly, 1980; Bailey, 1992; Lamb, 1995).
Nevertheless, change agents are charged with trying to influence the
process within a limited, specified time frame. To do this, change agents also
have to conduct formative evaluations of the process of the planned change,
another area to which insufficient attention has been given (Beretta, 1992).
This study, then, attempts to contribute to an increasing, publicly
available, international body of studies (see for example, Brock, P., 1996;
Harrison, 1996) which may eventually enable innovators in English language
teaching "to understand which approach to creating change ... works best,
most often and under what sets of circumstances” (Henrichsen, 1989:201).

1.1 Choice of Terminology

To avoid confusion, it will be useful to define and distinguish between
some of the terms used in this study.
Curriculum and Syllabus

These terms are contrasted by a number of writers, for example, Dubin
and Olshtain (1986:3), Krahnke (1987:2) and Stern (1992:19-20). White’s

distinction is the most succinct:

" . . ‘syllabus’ refers to the content or subject matter of an
individual subject, whereas ‘curriculum’ refers to the totality of content
to be taught and aims to be realized within one school or educational

system.” (White, 1988:4)
These definitions are observed in this study.

Curriculum Renewal and Syllabus Implementation



Clark uses the term curriculum renewal because it:
" . indicates . . . . clearly that the exercise does not often start
from scratch, but from an existing state of affairs, and does not stop
at the production of some new examination or some new curriculum
package to be used in schools, but implies an ongoing process of
refinement and recreation” (Clark, 1987:xii)

He develops this point:

"Curriculum renewal can perhaps best be likened to the creation
of a never-ending jigsaw puzzle, in which the various pieces are cut
and recut to fit together into a whole that is itself evolving to respond
to changing insights and values. A change made to one part of the
jigsaw will inevitably affect other parts"” (ibid:xiii).

In this study, then, curriculum renewal is perceived as a continuous
process made up of many inter-dependent, constantly shifting parts. Syllabus
implementation is defined as the process of putting into practice the principles
contained in the syllabus. It is one part of the "never-ending jigsaw puzzle",
and contributes to curriculum renewal. Ideally, it should reflect a similar
evolutionary approach.

Dissemination and Diffusion

These terms are defined by Kelly:

"A portrayal of dissemination depicts systematic administration,
meetings, plans drawn up on paper, timetables, the distribution of
newsletters, organised in-service courses, and even a computer or two.
Invariably it will have four inter-related aspects. The movement of
people and materials to implement an innovation (translocation); the
passage of information about an innovation through printed or oral
media and personal contact (communication); the provision of stimuli
for change, either externally produced or self-generated (motivation);
and the development of the considerable understanding and
commitment required for the effective implementation of an innovation
(re-education).” (Kelly, 1980:68)

Thus, disseminationis adeliberate, planned process intended to change
people’s thinking. In contrast, diffusion:

. refers to what actually happens, to the interaction
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between dissemination and the complex influences in the social
context in which it occurs. At the same time it is a continuing process
and, for example, can relate as much to the movement of ideas in the
development phase of a project as it does to the effects of the
dissemination initiated after development . . . . (It) involves a mix of
both ordered and disordered personal and social activity." (ibid)
Diffusion, then, is an unplanned process with no defined intention.
Despite their differences, these are complex processes characterised by
human interaction. The impact of both will be unpredictable and difficult to
capture. Both contribute to the process of syllabus implementation.
Innovation and Change
A syllabus can also be seen as an innovation:

"Innovation will be defined as proposals for (p/anned) qualitative
change in pedagogical materials, approaches, and values that are
perceived as new by individuals who comprise a formal (language)
education system." (Markee, 1993:231. ltalicised word added)
Here, innovation is defined at three levels of complexity: the use of

new materials, the use of new approaches and the adoption of new
pedagogical values. Derived from the work of Fullan, Markee’s definition is
useful, but does not emphasise that an innovation is planned. Inserting the
word "planned” provides the definition of innovation used in this study.
Innovation and its distinction from change have been discussed by a
variety of authors, for example, Rea-Dickins and Germaine (1992:8), Bailey
(1992:257), White (1993:244), and De Lano, Riley and Crookes (1994:488-
489). However, as Markee points out, in practice, other writers use the terms
innovation and change synonymously (Markee, 1993:239). Markee observes
the same practice, as do Kennedy (1988) and Fullan (1993). This study

shares their approach.

Evaluation



Rea-Dickins and Germaine’s definition of evaluation is observed here:

"Evaluation is the principled and systematic collection of
information for purposes of decision making." (Rea-Dickins and
Germaine, 1992, in Rea-Dickins,1994:72)

1.2 Approach to Research

This research intends to illuminate the process of planned change. It
focuses on the description and interpretation of this process rather than on
the measurement and judgement of the effects of planned change. Change
is the result of human interactions. To portray their subtlety, diversity,
richness and elusiveness (Adelman and Alexander, 1988:298) requires the
researcher to "address a much wider range of questions than can possibly be
accommodated within an experimental, hypothesis-testing framework”
(Mitchell, 1990:11).

A useful approach to this research focus is described by Stenhouse in
his discussion of the potential for case studies in educational research and
evaluation (Stenhouse, 1988). He recommends the use of narrative, vignette
and analysis to produce an interpretive, descriptive case study which:

. appeals to the experience of participation in education
rather than to technical theory and holds to the vernacular because it
recognizes ‘the task of entering into the consciousness and the
convictions of citizens prepared to act’ (Habermas, 1974:75). It aims
to strengthen judgement and develop prudence." (ibid:222)
Following Parlett’s advice regarding the practice of illuminative

evaluation, very relevant to this evaluative case study, the research is

"characterised by a flexible methodology that capitalises on available

resources and opportunities, and draws upon different techniques to fit the

total circumstances of each study" (Parlett and Deardon, 1977, in Parlett,

1981:219). The techniques used are: ten semi-structured interviews with
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people associated with the development and implementation of the 1991
English Language Syllabus; documentation analysis of primary source
materials including Ministry of Education (MOE) official documents, internally
circulated materials and official publications; a meta-evaluation of MOE’s
formative evaluation of the implementation; analysis of secondary source
material, in particular professional and academic publications circulated in
Singapore; analysis of public and school-based examinations; analysis of
curriculum materials; and analysis of units of work produced by teachers. To
contextualize the study the time frame is fourteen years, though the
interviews, meta-evaluation, analyses of primary sources materials, school-
based examinations and units of work took place between 1990-1995.

This multiple-methods approach enabled the researcher to collect data
from a wide range of sources on different aspects of the study, and made it
possible to use triangulation to cross-check data to ensure higher research
validity and reliability.

For example, the interviews, eight of which were with Ministry of
Education officials, sought information about and perceptions of events, the
identification of problems and the verification of data. The primary source
materials provided more information, a different, official perception of events
and identification of problems, and cross-checked data. The meta-evaluation
of the Ministry of Education’s formative evaluation of the dissemination and
implementation is the most coherent means of incorporating the information
gathered into a comprehensive and accessible account. It also provides
insights into specialist inspectors’, teachers’ and pupils’ perspectives of and

responses to the implementation, raises further problems, and verifies data



from other sources. Secondary source materials and two of the interviews
provided viewpoints of other informed commentators on English language
teaching in Singapore, and also identified further problems with the process
of implementation. Externally set public examinations and official examination
reports from 1981-1995 were analyzed to reveal the examinations’ major
characteristics, changes to these characteristics over time, and to compare
them with assessment guidelines originating in Singapore. School-based
examinations from 1991 to 1995 were analyzed to identify the backwash
effects of both the public examinations and the 1991 English Language
Syllabus. Data generated from these analyses were included to verify users’
and commentators’ comments on this backwash effect. Curriculum materials
from 1985 to 1995 were analyzed to assess their alignment with the two
language syllabuses; and units of work from 1992-1995 were analyzed to
assess the impact of the curriculum materials on programme planning.

For the duration of the research, 1990-1995, the researcher was
working with the Ministry of Education’s Curriculum Planning Division as a
specialist inspector in the English Unit. Throughout the period, the
researcher’s duties included the role of change agent, and for two years,

1994 and 1995, the researcher also chaired the Syllabus Monitoring

Committee, responsible for evaluating the dissemination and implementation
of the 1991 English Language Syllabus. In fulfilling these duties, the
researcher contributed to or was responsible for some of the primary
documentation used in this study. For example, she initiated and contributed
to the development of the classroom observation forms and the pupil

questionnaires used to evaluate implementation (see Chapter Eleven). All the
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analysis associated with these two instruments was completed by the
researcher. She also conducted 4 of the 32 school appraisal exercises in
which these evaluation instruments were used, and 39 of the interviews with
teachers in their first year of implementing the syllabus (see Chapter Eleven).

1.3 Research Problems

The story of the origins, dissemination and implementation of the 1991
syllabus is told very much from one actor’s point of view.

"There is a sense in which this type of analysis of past events
allows the author to make sense retrospectively of what was, at the
time that it was experienced, a very messy reality. This retrospective
making sense - or, to put it more cynically, the tidying up of history -
may be carried out with the intention of providing an objective
account. Nevertheless, a document of this type presents only one point
of view and cannot achieve genuine objectivity. A fuller picture would
require parallel descriptions from other individuals and groups who had
interest in the project.” (Coleman, 1992:239-240)

A head of department telling the same story would tell it entirely
differently, presenting another entirely valid perspective. To try to overcome
researcher bias, the researcher has referred data and interpretations back to
their sources for verification and correction where necessary and talked
through the findings and decisions with uninvolved professional peers.

Another factor which could affect the credibility of the research is that
the researcher is not Singaporean. A foreign researcher "stand(s) at a
distance from contextual nuances" (Lewin, 1991a:3), casting doubt on the
authenticity of the study. To some extent this problem is overcome because
of the researcher’s fifteen year involvement with Singapore’s education
system, and the "prolonged engagement and persistent observation"” (Davis,

1995:445) which characterise the research. This must contribute to research

credibility, further enhanced by the use of multiple sources and research procedures.
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Although the researcher’s position as a specialist inspector in the
Ministry of Education was a tremendous asset in gaining access to primary
documentation, it proved a constraint when trying to use other research
procedures. Teachers’ perceptions of Ministry of Education officials tended
to distort information received by the researcher. (See Nwakoby with Lewin,
1991:252 for an example of a researcher in Malaysia with a similar difficulty.)

The responses to a questionnaire sent to lower secondary teachers of
English to obtain their views on the implementation of the 1991 English
Language Syllabus illustrate the difficulty of gaining insights into any marked
differences between policy and practice when the questions originate from
the policy makers (Nair, 1994). The questionnaire was originally intended for
use in this study. Permission was sought to send it out, and was granted in
the researcher’s capacity as a specialist inspector. This ensured a good
return. However, questionnaires were often filled in by the head of
department rather than a class teacher; generally, they were returned only
after the principal had seen them; and many lacked internal validity. It has
been argued that questionnaires have a tendency to "reproduce the rhetoric
of policies” (Vulliamy, 1990:17). The researcher’s position as a specialist
inspector increased this tendency.

Besides the researcher’s position in the Ministry of Education, the lack
of a qualitative tradition in educational research in Singapore (Kam and Soh,
1991:150; Cheah and Chiu, 1997:64) may have contributed to the reluctance
of some people involved in the implementation of the 1991 English Language
Syllabus to be interviewed. So, the number of interviews is limited to ten.

The advantage of being a specialist inspector, the relatively easy

10



access to primary documentation and to people who wrote and implemented
the syllabuses, created ethical problems. To some extent these have been
overcome by protecting the identity of schools involved in classroom
observations and school appraisals, and of those who provided examination
papers. People who were interviewed were guaranteed anonymity. Interviews
were not taped as it was felt this would inhibit interviewees. They were able
to read the notes produced in the interview and invited to read the final
drafts. Not everyone took advantage of this opportunity, though the report
on one interview went through three drafts.

Schools providing units of work are not named either. The majority of
these units were not obtained through the researcher’s position in the
Ministry of Education, but were collected by the researcher with the support
of staff in the National Institute of Education.

A final reservation needs to be made regarding the research. Though
the time frame is long, it is not long enough to enable this study to tell the
complete story of the implementation of the 1991 Syllabus:

"It is also important, though it unfortunately rarely happens, to
return to projects some time after they have finished to see whether
the change has been incorporated into the system, whether it has itself
led to further innovation, and to what extent it has undergone
diffusion.” (Kennedy, 1988:330)

A further study is required to complete the story.

1.4 Singapore’s Education System and Approach to Change

"(Singapore) . . . has continually experimented with its
educational system to such an extent that neither teachers nor
students can keep track of educational policies from one year to the
next . .. " (Altbach, 1985:25 in Wong, 1991:129)

Yip, Eng and Yap, 1991, provide an overview of the many reforms
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from 1965, when Singapore became an independent nation, to 1990. Some
were necessitated by the increasing number of students. In 1965, there were
114,436 secondary school students (Yip, Eng and Yap, 1991:6). By 1994,
this number had more than doubled to 251,005 (Ministry of Education,
1994:26, Bibliography 3). They were taught by 7,990 teachers, over 60% of
whom were graduates (/bid:16). The average class size at Secondary One is
38, and in Secondary Four, 33 (/bid:12). School attendance is not compulsory
in Singapore. Nevertheless, 97% of the population aged 6-16 years were
students in 1990 (Department of Statistics, 1991:13).

To accommodate these increasing numbers, schools have been built
rapidly. They vary from the very functional designs and rather rundown
buildings of the 1960s and 70s to the impressive air-conditioned opulence of
more recent creations. The latter reflect the loyalty and fund raising ability of
some schools’ current and ex-students and Singapore’s increasing prosperity.

The education system has been the beneficiary of Singapore’s
affluence. Only defence receives more in the national budget (Government of
Singapore, 1991:33), and the allocation is increased regularly. For example,
the total provision for education in the 1994/5 budget was 11.29% more
than in the previous year (Ho, 1996:85).

The government’s approach to education is essentially pragmatic.
People are "our most precious resource" (Government of Singapore,
1991:30). Changes are introduced to improve the value of this resource. For
example, in 1994, to help overcome a severe labour shortage, 10,000 pupils
previously ineligible for secondary education were placed in the newly

introduced Normal Technical stream. This curriculum will prepare students for
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vocational training and/or prepare them to join the work force.

In addition, changes have been introduced to reflect technological
development. For example, it is intended that all secondary schools will have
access to the Internet, and $100 million is to be allocated to providing each
primary school with one or two computer laboratories (Ho, 1996:83).

Despite the constant tinkering with the system, those responsible for
introducing policy changes in English language teaching make little reference
to educational research:

"In Singapore . . . official and educational language policy is
formulated at the very highest levels of government, and until recently,
often without any consultation with linguists, sociologists or
professional educators.” (Noss, 1984:67).

More recent commentators have also referred to the reluctance to
consult experts in the field and to the fact that a strong tradition of
educational research remains to be established in Singapore (Sim, 1990;
Wong 1991; Appendix Niii:485).

Figure 1, on the next page, represents the current organisation of the
education system. It shows that streaming is a fundamental principle of the
system. Pupils are streamed on the basis of examination performance.
Examinations play a very important role in Singapore’s meritocratic society,
and can be described as high stakes (Shohamy et a/, 1996:300).

Examinations have always been important in Singapore, though recent
measures have increased their importance. Since 1994, secondary schools
which helped students obtain better results in the public examinations than
might have been expected from their primary school performance have been

given monetary rewards ranging from $10,000 to $20,000 (Ho, 1996:83).
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FIGURE 1
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Since 1992 secondary schools have been ranked and the lists published.
Initially, the schools were ranked on the basis of examination results, though
since 1995 schools have also been ranked on their students’ performance in
the national physical fitness test and the percentage of overweight students
(ibid:82). Already, the ranking of schools may have limited the subject
choices available to students (Chapter Two:69).

In addition to the importance of examinations, the bilingual policy,
made compulsory in 1966, has been a constant in Singapore’s changing
education system. Students are required to learn English and one other
language. Since 1982, English has been the medium of instruction for all
subjects except when learning a language other than English.

To some extent, the bilingual policy reflects the impact of British
colonisation and the need for a multi-racial and multi-cultural society to adopt
a lingua franca which favours no race. The emphasis on English also
demonstrates Singapore’s recognition of her need to be part of the
international economic community. This need to participate globally is one
reason why Singapore has retained its links with the University of Cambridge
Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES). Validation by an internationally
recognised academic board gives candidates internationally recognised
qualifications and access to universities outside Singapore.

Curriculum change is introduced in a top-down manner. New subject
syllabuses are implemented approximately every decade (Appendices Nv:491
and Nvi:496). They may originate in a political decision, for example the 1982
English Language Syllabus, or in a decision made by the Curriculum Planning

Division in the Ministry of Education, for example the 1991 English Language
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FIGURE 2
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Syllabus (see Chapter Three). Once a decision to introduce or revise a
syllabus is made, a standard procedure is followed. This is represented in
Figure 2:16.

There are two points in the process in which teachers may be involved:
providing feedback on the draft syllabus, and field testing. There are two
other points at which, belatedly, teachers will be involved:
orientation/induction and implementation (Figure 2:16). A stage in which no-
one can be involved is evaluation. It is not mentioned, though it could form
part of the first stage in the process: "CPD (Curriculum Planning Division) to
establish need for construction/revision of syllabus"” (ibid). Teachers, then,
need not be consulted about the need for syllabus change.

This approach to syllabus implementation approximates most closely
to the Research Development and Diffusion/Dissemination model (White
1988:121-123). The model assumes that the production and implementation
of an innovation is a rational, linear sequence of activities and consumers will
adopt the innovation faithfully. However, much of the literature (for example,
Rogers, 1983; White, 1988; Kennedy, 1988; Bailey, 1992; Nias, 1993;
Fullan, 1993) suggests the process is neither rational nor linear, and that
fidelity of interpretation cannot be assumed. This study supports this view.

The Research Development and Diffusion/Dissemination model is often
associated with the ideology of constructionism. Singapore’s education
system shares many of the features of that ideology: for example, in the
broad aims of promoting social unity and tolerance through enabling students
to communicate with speech communities other than their own; and in the

opportunities provided to study languages of significance to the political and

17



economic concerns of the country. However, there are also many elements
found in a more classical humanist approach, particularly in the streaming
policy and the norm-referenced, summative assessment modes intended to
select an elite for the next stage of education (Clark, 1987:94-99).

These, then, are the important features of Singapore’s education
system: continual, centrally authorised change, made with little reference to
educational research; taking place within the framework of a post colonial,
multi-cultural, expanding and increasingly affluent state education system,;
which has continued to emphasise the importance of . English and
internationally acceptable qualifications, obtained through externally set high
stakes examinations, as a means of ensuring economic success.

Such a description emphasises the uniqueness of Singapore’s
education system. lts size, relatively short history as a national system,
reliance on a foreign examining body, and tradition of central control separate
it from English medium education systems in developed countries like
Australia, England and America. Its affluence, emphasis on English and long
standing international outlook separate it from systems in developing
countries like Malaysia and Sri Lanka. Nevertheless, though the whole is a
unique synthesis, elements of that whole are shared by countries throughout
the world.

For this reason, it is hoped readers will find in this study insights of
relevance to their own situations.

1.5 Features which would Contribute to the Successful Implementation of an
English Language Syllabus in Singapore

This study attempts to make sense of a particular planned change
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process through the generation of a list of features, the absence or presence
of which affected that process. The list is grounded in the experiences of the
researcher as a teacher and a change agent and the research completed for
this study. Literature which has helped to shape and focus this list includes:
Alderson, 1992; Bailey, 1992; Breen, 1987a, 1987b and 1995; Breen et a/,
1989; Brindley and Hood, 1990; Bucko, 1994, Clark, 1987; De Lano et al,
1994 Elliott, 1985; Fullan with Stiegelbauer, 1991; Ghani, 1992; Hamilton,
1996; Henrichsen, 1989; Jennings, 1993; Kelly, 1980; Kennedy, 1987 and
1988; Maley, 1984; Markee, 1994a; Marsh, 1992; Rea-Dickins, 1994;
Rogers, 1983; Stephenson, 1994; Stoller, 1994; Vulliamy, 1990; White,
1988 and 1993; Whitehead, 1980; and Widdowson, 1993.

The list is given below:

1 A national framework for curriculum renewal which ensures:
¥ an integrated curriculum
* the gradual coordinated implementation of new syllabuses in the

various subjects

* that the introduction of far reaching changes in the structure of the
education system does not clash with major syllabus implementation
programmes

* necessary supportis provided for syllabus implementation programmes

through effective networking between different state education
departments and organisations

¥ the existence of a respected organisation responsible for introducing,
overseeing and coordinating large scale curriculum renewal
programmes

¥ syllabus evaluation

¥ clear mechanisms through which educational research can influence

policy and practice
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An educational environment which has:

a history of gradual, productive curriculum renewal
emphasised continuity

a willingness to learn from past experience

curriculum development personnel and teachers who share a strong
commitment to the process of curriculum renewal

promoted teacher development, viewing curriculum renewal as an
element in the context of this development

avenues through which regular and meaningful professional exchange
takes place between teachers

recognised channels of communication between teachers, their
professional organisations and the external organisationresponsible for
introducing large scale curriculum renewal programmes

at both local and national levels, a stable, confident, informed
administration which accords respect and professional dignity to
teachers

encouraged experimentation and risk taking
A teaching force which:
is regarded by the community as professional

is stable, robust, informed, empowered and involved in curriculum
renewal through its professional organisations

is involved in classroom research

feels ownership of the proposed syllabus

recognises the desirability of curriculum renewal and is willing to
implement the changes this will necessitate

reflects a culture of collegial support and collaboration

accepts the need to experiment and take risks
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Personnel responsible for curriculum renewal who are:
located inside and outside the school

trained/able to deal with the practical, administrative and bureaucratic
implications of curriculum renewal

clear about, and accountable for, their roles

aware of the different cultures found in schools, and the teachers’
situations within these cultures

aware of teachers’ readiness for change, ie: the fit between the level
of teacher’s professional development, as reflected in teachers’
currently held views/theories regarding appropriate language teaching
practice, and what the syllabus requires of them

employing a managerial style and procedures which encourage and
support curriculum renewal

in agreement on the critical features of the syllabus and how these will
be reflected in the classroom

trained/able to conduct formative and summative evaluations of the
curriculum renewal process

able to provide inspiring leadership

sufficiently committed to curriculum renewal to make sustained efforts
to achieve it

An English language syllabus which:
originates in school-based curriculum development programmes

is based on a valid analysis of pupils’ motivation, learning strategies
and competencies - such an analysis being informed by large scale
teacher involvement

takes into account the heterogeneous language backgrounds of the
students

contributes to curriculum continuity and coordination across teaching
levels and subjects as it is informed by research into demands made
upon students’ English language competence in other subject areas

has the active support of the community as it takes account of its

characteristics by recognising the needs and expectations of, for
example, institutes of further education, employees and parents
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in the varieties of English taught, reflects both the needs identified
above and the students’ developmental and learning needs

is informed by regular consultation between a large, representative
sample of teachers and the personnel responsible for curriculum
renewal

builds upon teachers’ professional knowledge and is informed by their
moral concerns, values and ideals

is seen as a development of the previous syllabus, and is part of the
continuous process of curriculum renewal, ie it is not excessively
divergent from nor too similar to current practice

has high "trialability": ie, it "can be tried on an instalment plan”, in
stages (Rogers, 1983:15)

is finely balanced between simplicity and complexity, ie, it is not so
simple that it is ignored, nor so complex that it is difficult to

understand and use
is clear, explicit and user friendly

provides direction concerning the order in which the linguistic content
and, where appropriate, related subject matter is to be covered

provides aretrospective record as a basis for the evaluation of learners’
progress and, subsequently, the syllabus itself

is underpinned by a coherent theoretical framework which informs
methodology and thus provides clear guidance on, for example, the
place of grammar teaching and oral work in the language classroom

permits flexibility of interpretation yet maintains integrity in its key
aspects

addresses perceived dissatisfactions and is seen as contributing to an
improvement on existing practice

offers clear benefits to teachers and learners

is perceived by adopters to be practical and feasible

reflects an awareness of the cultural, political, economic,
administrative, educational, institutional, human and technological

factors which will act as resources and constraints in its
implementation
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generates teaching materials and assessment modes which are in
alignment with its principles

through its description of existing theory and practice, provides the
basis for ongoing, professional discussion between teachers and
syllabus writers of the connection between evolving and existing
theory and professional practices

is validated and evaluated by a respected, external organisation
Procedures for syllabus implementation which include:

placing the teacher at the centre of this process

the use of normative-re-educative innovation strategies

a recognition of the role of teachers as mediators rather than delivery
systems

in-service courses built on principles of adult learning and informed by
an awareness of the change process

school-based dissemination concentrating on what the changes
involved in the implementation will look like, and how the school can
work towards achieving these changes from its present situation

the involvement of the whole school so the effect of the
implementation of the new syllabus on all levels and in all subject areas
can be coordinated and a coherent overview produced

an analysis of the political, economic, administrative, human and
technological resources and constraints relevant to the implementation
of the syllabus in schools

a long term plan for dissemination and implementation, breaking the
process into manageable steps which provide implementors with the
opportunity to receive positive feedback

a realistic time frame for dissemination, implementation, subsequent
reflection and teacher development

the establishment of appropriate and acceptable documentation
associated with the new syllabus: eg, how the planning, monitoring
and assessment will be recorded

ongoing, formative evaluation which enables the rapid identification of
problems which arise during dissemination and implementation
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* support systems which provide prompt, appropriate and effective
responses to identified problems

* the timely availability of appropriate resources

* on-site administrative support for teachers, for example: through the
provision of extra planning time; equal division of extra work
associated with implementation; rewards for positive contributions to
the implementation process; opportunities for relevant, reinforced,

school-based, in-service courses

¥ criteria for a summative evaluation of the success of the
implementation procedure, and objective means of conducting such an
evaluation, employing an external evaluator
* an appropriate place in which to publish the findings so they are
accessible to policy makers, teachers and other members of the
academic community
This list of features which would contribute to the successful
implementation of an English language syllabus has been developed with a
particular situation in mind. It is not specifically intended that these features
be generalizeable beyond Singapore. Nevertheless, it is likely they will be
relevant to other situations. The researcher’s own cross-cultural experience
and the experience of other researchers (see Henrichsen, 1989:199) suggest

that though resistance to change may be expressed in a variety of ways, the

reasons for such resistance are not confined within cultural boundaries. -
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CHAPTER TWO

Language and Education in Singapore

2.0 Lanquage Use and Language Planning

In 1990, over three million people (3,002,800) lived in Singapore.
They comprised 2,239,700 (77.7%) Chinese; 406,200 (14.1%) Malays;
230,000 (7.1%) Indians; and 126,900 (1.1%) people of other ethnic
origins (Department of Statistics, 1991:i). These ethnic groups are
reflected in the four official languages: Mandarin, Tamil, English and
Malay, which is also the national language as the Malays are the
indigenous inhabitants of Singapore. Malay has remained the predominant
language in Malay households in the decade from 1980 to 1990: 96.7%
in 1980 and 94.3% in 1990 (ibid:18).

However, the use of Mandarin has greatly increased at the expense
of other Chinese dialects. In 1980, 76.2% of Chinese households used
other dialects, compared with 46.2% in 1990. In contrast, in 1980,
13.1% used Mandarin: by 1990, 32.8% did so (/bid).

The use of English, too, is increasing. In 1980, 52.2% of all Indian
households used Tamil as the main language of communication: by 1990,
43.7% did so (/bid:18). Tamil is being replaced by Malay and English. (See
Saravanan, 1994, for a discussion of the declining use of Tamil.) The
greater use of English is reflected in the proportion of English speaking
households identified in the 1990 census: 11.6% in 1980 and 20.3% in
1990 (Department of Statistics, 1991:i). There has, then, been a shift in
language use towards Mandarin and English.

Census counts classify households according to the language which
is most frequently used. More thorough research into language use

emphasises that, "The practice of multilingualism has permeated through
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even the family domain" (Kuo, 1985:39). An individual is likely to use
different languages to speak to grandparents, parents and brothers and
sisters. A Malayalee Indian teenager may speak Malayalam to his
grandparents, who originated from Kerala; Malay to parents, who may not
have attended school but who learned Malay as a /ingua franca; English
to his siblings, as they have all learned this in school; and Tamil to his
Indian neighbours, for whom Tamil may be the language of the home. (For
a description of a similar linguistic situation in a Cantonese family in
Singapore, emphasising the likelihood of the loss of the language of the
grandparents, see Gupta and Siew, 1995. For an account of code mixing
and code switching in a Chinese household, see Tan, 1988.) Singapore,
then, is a very diverse language community, and one in which patterns of
language use are rapidly changing.

Despite this, there is no official body responsible for language policy
making in Singapore.

"In Singapore, general goals and guidelines of language-

related policies are expressed in policy speeches by political leaders.

There does not exist in Singapore a separate and permanent

language planning agency to deal with language planning problems

at the state level." (Kuo and Jernudd, 1994:31)

Even the National University of Singapore’s linguistics programme,

introduced in 1991 is to be phased out by 1998 (The Straits Times,

1994b:Section 2:2). Such an apparently diffuse approach to macro-level

policy planning makes it difficult to monitor rigorously the effect of
different language policies at the micro-level.

2.1 Bilingualism

However, a policy which has had a far reaching effect on many
aspects of the lives of the majority of Singaporeans is the bilingual policy.

The government would like all Singaporeans to speak two languages,
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English and one of the other official languages - Malay, Mandarin or Tamil:

"The rationale behind this (bilingual) policy was explained by
the Prime Minister when he explained that English was studied for
its utilitarian value while the mother tongue was important for
individual identity as it explains ‘what we are, where we come
from, what life is and should be and what we want to do . . .""
(Quoted from The Straits Times, 11 Nov., 1972, in Dhillon,
1984:30, unpublished)

Clearly, it is hoped that an individual will be able to use both
languages accurately and fluently in a variety of situations. To implement
the bilingual policy, the government ensures that Singaporean pupils study
two languages in school, English and another official language, though the
medium of education in government schools is English. As Tony Tan, then
Minister of Education, pointed out, no other country "tries to educate an
entire population so that everyone is literate in English, and at the same
time, has a reasonable knowledge of his mother tongue" (The Straits
Times, 17 March 1990, quoted in Pakir, 1995:2).

The official languages of Asian origin are called ‘mother tongues’.
In Singapore the term ‘mother tongue’ usually refers to the official
language identified with a person’s ethnic origins. So, even if a Tamil boy
grew up in a household in which only English was spoken, and was not
exposed to any other language until he attended school, Tamil would be
regarded as his ‘mother tongue’. Mandarin is the most widely spoken

‘mother tongue’, partly because of the number of Chinese Singaporeans,

and perhaps partly because of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, energetically
promoted since 1979 and intended to unify the various Chinese language
communities (Gupta and Siew, 1995:313).

There is some evidence to suggest that this local interpretation of
‘mother tongue’ is being questioned:

"The need for Singaporeans to continue with English as a
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working language while promoting the ethnic mother tongues is well

accepted. What may need a relook is the common phrase ‘English

and the mother tongues’, which implicitly suggests that English is
not a mother tongue for Singaporeans . . . . perhaps it is not too
difficult to take into account the sensitivities of Eurasians and other

Singaporeans whose mother tongue is English, by adding one word

to say: ‘English and the OTHER mother tongues.’” (The Straits

Times: 14 June, 1994a)

Nevertheless, it is widely accepted that, "Each ‘mother tongue’ is
used to re-ethnicize and consolidate separate ethnic communities” (Kuo
and Jernudd, 1994:31).

This unusual bilingual policy, then, is helping to create a situation
in which many Singaporeans can be described as "English-using bilinguals”
(Kachru, 1992:68). The economic consequences have been all the
government could have wished for: it has been easy for Singaporeans to
assimilate relevant technological developments in the English speaking
countries and Singapore is attractive to Western investors and tourists.

However, the unplanned consequences need to be taken into
account when considering the cost effectiveness of the government’s
policy. Lim foresaw that individuals would have to make sacrifices in terms
of time to pursue other means of self development:

"Keeping children occupied in school from morn till eve or
with a succession of tutors through the week is not the best way
of educating them. We may succeed in turning them into effective
learning machines but | dare say we would like to have happy
genuine human beings rather than merely efficient machines in the
future Singapore.” (Lim, 1979:7-8)

Sixteen years on, the policy is still in effect. It is beyond the scope
of this study to investigate whether happy, genuine human beings or
effective learning machines have been the result. The effects of macro-
level language policies on individual development and family life are both
immeasurable and potentially traumatic. Nevertheless, in 1995 there is no

public demand for the policy to be changed. Individuals and families

28



appear to be coping with the linguistic demands made upon them.

In her discussions of "English-knowing bilinguals", Pakir (1991,
1992b and 1993a) acknowledges her debt to Kachru, and considers the
unplanned consequences of Singapore’s bilingual policy. Two of these are:

"(1) the creation of an English-speaking elite whose
absorption of other than Asian values through the English language
has become a matter of concern; (2) the noticeable increasing divide
between the so-called Chinese-educated vis-a-vis the English-
educated;" (Pakir, 1993a:81-2)

Pakir concludes that a reason for these social divisions is that the
official mother tongue languages have not been successful in

communicating "what we are, where we come from, what life is and

should be and what we want todo . ." (The Straits Times, 11 Nov., 1972,

quoted in Dhillon, 1984:30), the stated intention of their maintenance
when the bilingual policy was introduced. However, she believes that the
potential language-based tension between the English-educated and
Chinese-educated is unlikely to materialise as both groups share important
core values. Her view is that Singapore’s bilingual policy is not only cost
effective but essential to the future of a small, developing country.

Pakir's conclusion reflects sound common sense. The bilingual
policy has been implemented at a cost, sometimes unforeseen, to
individuals and the fabric of society. However, without a bilingual policy
there may have been greater internal social tensions exacerbated by a less
than successful economy. Perhaps individual Singaporeans recognised this.
Certainly, they have developed coping strategies.

One may be reflected in a further unplanned consequence of
"English-knowing bilingualism”, the increasing use of colloquial English.

2.2 The Status of English and Singapore Colloquial English

English has been promoted successfully by the government both as
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a lingua franca and a working language.

"As the language of the colonial government, English has
been retained as the administrative language in independent
Singapore. Moreover, its perceived importance for, and actual use
in, higher education, international trade, and modern industry and
technology have strengthened over the years. Much of this spread
here can be explained by the pragmatic implementation of the
language policy. The government deems an expansion of the
proficient use of English necessary for the continued growth of the
economy.” (Kuo and Jernudd, 1994:29)

Clearly, the government’s motives in promoting the use of English

are mostly instrumental. Individual Singaporeans may have similar motives:
" .. .using education, income and housing type as indicators

of socio-economic status, we find that there is an association

between home language use and socio-economic status. Invariably,
the use of English is found to be associated with higher socio-

economic status . . . " (Kuo, 1985:39)

Policy, then, affected practice in part because individuals who use
English are perceived to have benefitted financially. This may have
contributed to the increased status and use of English. However, even the
best laid plans go astray. Gradually, another kind of motivation has
become apparent. As the use of English spread, "invisible planners” (Pakir,
1994:164) took over, and a colloquial variety of English emerged, Singlish.

This local variety has become institutionalised in Singapore (Moag,
1992; Kachru, 1988). Conferences have been held to consider it, for

example Words in a Cultural Context, 9-11 Sep 1991, (see Pakir, 1992a)

and The English Lanquage in Singapore: Standards and Norms, 20-21 Nov

1992 (see Pakir, 1993b). Some of its features have been documented (for
example: Tongue, 1974; Crewe, 1977; Tay, 1979; Platt, Weber and Ho,
1983; Newbrook, 1987; Brown, 1992; Gupta, 1994) and will be included
in a dictionary of South East Asian varieties of English (Butler, 1992).

In the constantly shifting linguistic landscape of Singapore, research

is very much ongoing. More data is needed to answer questions like:
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"What is meant by ‘Singlish’?". Currently, Singlish refers to colloquial
English that exhibits a high humber of features which differentiate it from
standard English. Exactly how many and of what kind depends on the
perceptions of the speaker/reader.

However, some statements can be made on the basis of existing
research. The English heard in Singapore has been described as:

" ...aspeech continuum, comparable to the post-creole continuum

in Jamaica described by DeCamp (1971) or in Guyana described by

Bickerton (1975). There is a whole range from the ‘lowest’ variety,

the basilect, through the medium range, the mesolects, to the

‘highest’ variety, the acrolect.” (Platt, 1977:84)

Platt distinguishes Singapore colloquial English from a creole
language, preferring to call Singapore colloquial English a ‘creoloid’. One
reason he gives for this distinction is that Singapore colloquial English did
not develop from a pidgin language.

More recent discussion has not focussed on this comparison
between creole languages and Singapore colloquial English, but rather on
the acquisition of the latter (Gopinathan, Pakir, Ho and Saravanan, 1994,
Gupta, 1994). However, the concept of a speech continuum is rightly
retained. The English used by many Singaporean speakers is described as
ranging along clines of formality and proficiency (Pakir,1995:3), from
native-like to spoken and/or written discourse which may be
incomprehensible to the first-time listener and/or reader. Many Singaporean
speakers of English have a command of a range of English along those
clines, and a few will be able to exploit the whole range.

In 1977, Platt made a similar observation:

"The higher (a Singaporean’s) position on the (educational
and socio-economic) scale, the greater will be the range of the
continuum which is available to him. Many Singaporeans who use

the acrolectal sub-variety in lectures, debates and formal
discussions use a mesolectal sub-variety in more formal shopping
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and other transaction situations or in informal talk to strangers but
they can also drop comfortably and without artificiality into the
basilectal sub-variety when, for example, talking with friends or
colleagues or a waitress at a restaurant.” (Platt, 1977:90)

More recently, Pakir (1995) reporting on the English used by female

‘O’ level students and their teachers in a high achieving school in

Singapore, found that all the subjects were able to use the structures and

"

pronunciation patterns of British English. However, . once rapport,
solidarity and familiarity were established, the formality level drops and the
proficiency (measured in terms of Standard English) exhibited by the same
students goes along a wider range" (Pakir, 1995:6). More features of
colloquial English were demonstrated when "the need to signal casualness,
or intimacy arises” (ibid:10).

A wide ranging speech continuum and the ability of many
Singaporeans to make use of that range have remained constant features
of any description of English used in Singapore. All descriptions, naturally,
accept that Singapore colloquial English is rule-governed, the rules being
derived from a variety of sources:

"The sources for such a structure came from dialectal
grammars of the substratal languages, primarily colloquial Malay,
Southern Chinese (Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese) with the
superstratal language, English." (Alsagoff, 1995:78)

Alsagoff’s article discusses the lack of use of the relative clause in
Singapore colloquial English. Other structural differences between this
variety and the standard form include not changing the verb form to agree
with its subject, and not marking the verb to indicate time, but using
words like already (Zhiming, 1995), and /ast time. The use of /ast time also
merits a research paper to itself. It may refer to a number of past events,

often habitually performed. Another difference which may confuse the

standard English speaker is in the use of pronouns, which may not match
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either the number or gender of the nouns they replace. The source of
many of these variations is Chinese, which has different ways of marking

time and organising discourse from those used in English.

An even greater variety of sources is evident at the lexical level. For
example, Indian words like mama (an adjective describing a small, sundry
shop, run by an Indian man) and dhoby (laundry) are in common use
alongside Malay words like kampong (village), makan (food) and ulu
(jungle, but also used as an adjective to describe an unsophisticated
person), and Chinese words like k/asu (an adjective describing a person
who is determined to take personal advantage of every opportunity) and
kaypoh (an adjective describing a person who is very interested in other
people’s affairs). Words which derive from features particular to life in
Singapore have extended the lexical range further. For example, void deck
refers to the ground floor of blocks of public housing development board
flats, usually an open space which the residents use for leisure activities,
like playing chess, or more public activities like wedding receptions or
funerals. Words found in standard English do not always denote the same
meaning in Singapore colloquial English. Follow, for example, means to
accompany. (See Brown, 1992, for further discussion of lexis).

Greetings, too, may be unexpected to the speaker of standard
English. "Hello, have you taken your dinner?" has the same function as
"Hello, how are you?". The satisfaction of a person’s hunger is equated
to the general state of a person’s health.

Shades of meaning are indicated in the use of particles like /ah and
lor, which affect the emphasis of a statement and/or reaffirm group
identity. Tags like /s it? and questions like Are you sure? do not usually

signal direct questions; rather, they are indirect requests for affirmation.
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However, it is in its phonological system that Singapore colloquial
English deviates most significantly from standard English. Deterding (1995)
compares and contrasts the characteristics of Singapore English
pronunciation with standard southern British pronunciation. In Singapore
colloquial English the distinction between long and short vowels is
sometimes neutralised; consonant clusters in the final position of a word
are often omitted and a single consonant in the same position may be
replaced by a glottal stop. Lexical and sentence stress vary considerably
fromthose heard in standard southern English. Singapore colloquial English
may be syllable rather than stress timed. It is hard to identify one stressed
syllable that is more prominent than others and the rise-fall tone is rarely
heard in Singapore colioquial English. Its intonation patterns, then, make
it difficult for speakers of other varieties of English to understand.

Clearly, if a speaker of Singapore colloquial English demonstrates all
these variants he/she is likely to be misunderstood by a non-Singaporean,
thus completely undermining the government’s purpose in promoting
English as an international /ingua franca.

Nevertheless, it once seemed that variation from a standard form of
English might be acceptable. A high profile diplomat had this to say:

" ... when one is abroad, in a bus or train or aeroplane and
when one overhears someone speaking, one can immediately say
this is someone from Malaysia or Singapore. And | should hope that
when I’'m speaking abroad my countrymen will have no problem in
recognising that | am a Singaporean.” (Tommy Koh, Singaporean
diplomat, quoted in Tongue, 1974:7-8)

Perhaps encouraged by nationalistic fervour, the media
enthusiastically lauded the creative resources of colloquial English:

"Singlish is the spontaneous and delightful way that
Singaporeans express themselves in English. In short, street talk. It

is a language that is exclusively ours, lah. Singlish is the common
dialect of the people of Singapore.” (The New Paper, 15 August
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1988, quoted in Pakir, 1994:177)

However, the use of English for "street talk” seems to have been
regarded as straying too far from the original plan - that English should be
used for utilitarian purposes. In 1993 the government banned the use of
non-standard English by journalists and broadcasters. The following extract

from a letter to The Straits Times demonstrates one reaction to this:

" ... | have ceased viewing some of your programmes on
Channel 5, which use presenters who look Asian but speak an
English which none of my Singaporean friends speak. | can
understand perfectly if you need to hire an Asian-American to cover
world finance because he happens to be the best in the field. But
the fact that American accents surface now with astonishing
frequency on the air-waves can only indicate an aesthetic
determination on the part of some of your producers that only such
accents are proper, and that the rest of us have accents that are
improper. | refuse to countenance this belief. . . . | am resigned to
the ban on Singlish . . . but if our English-language stations are to
be identifiably Singaporean, they must reflect the varieties of
English spoken here." (Janadas Devan, The Straits Times, 21 Oct
1994, quoted in a lecture by Gupta, 1994b)

Government bans notwithstanding, the influence of the "invisible
planners" continues to be felt, and the range and depth (Pakir, 1995:2)
evident in the varieties of English used in Singapore continue to be seen,
heard and researched. (See, for example, Winder’s 1994 research into the
use of English in the gay community in Singapore.)

Apart from the instrumental, regulative and interpersonal uses of
English in Singapore, the language also fulfils an imaginative/innovative
function (Kachru, 1992:58). More people are literate in English than in any
other language spoken in Singapore. 65% of the population are literate in
English, 61% in Chinese, 16% in Malay, and 3.4% in Tamil (Department
of Statistics, 1991:17). Singapore's bookshops, then, display large
numbers of novels and short stories in English by Singaporean writers. The

five most popular locally written and published paperbacks sold in Times
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bookshops in the period 25 July-1 Aug 95 were:

True Singaporean Ghost Stories Vol 6 by Russell Lee (Native)
No Money, No Honey! by David Brazil (Angsana)

True Singapore Ghost Stories Book 5 by Russell Lee
(Angsana)

True Singapore Ghost Stories Book 4 by Russell Lee
(Angsana)

True Singaporean Ghost Stories Vol 5 by Russell Lee (Native)
(The Straits Times 1995d:12)

These books do not make any deliberate use of Singapore colloquial
English to tell their locally researched stories. A book published in New
Zealand, however, claims to be written entirely in Singapore colloquial
English (Ming Cher, 1995). A Singaporean reviewer, though questioning
the authenticity of the language, felt that in attempting to use Singapore
colloquial English Ming Cher had "put Singapore on the world literary map”

(The Straits Times, 1995b:32). He added:

"His idiosyncratic English will no doubt worry anti-Singlish
purists, who warned about this recently. The gates have opened,
and more such writing will come through - sooner rather than later.™

(ibid)

The "visible planners” may have stemmed the tide temporarily, but
the "invisible planners”, in this case the writers, will ensure that eventually
Singapore colloquial English becomes the dominant language.

Already, local drama productions positively exploit the linguistic
resources offered by the varieties of English in Singapore. Rajah and Tay
compare the English of plays written by Singaporeans in the sixties with

more recent productions:

"The greater confidence, range and comfort displayed in the
English of these . . . plays, the instinctive use of Singapore accents
in performance, is, in many ways, typical of Singaporean English
drama of the 80s, especially of the later 80s. This confidence and
greater Singaporeanness is no accident. It is the welcome
consequence of the very much wider use of English in Singapore
today. And because English is being spoken by so many people, in
so many ways, and for so many more years now (sic), English,
Singapore English has come into its own in Singapore English

36



drama."” (Rajah and Tay, 1991:410)
Texts using Singapore colloquial English have appeared on the
University of Cambridge Local Examination Syndicate’s ‘O’ Level Literature

in English syllabus. For example Singapore Short Stories (Yeo, 1989) was

offered for examination from 1991-1993. This collection includes The

Taximan's Story which is written in the form of a monologue:

" ... been taximan for twenty years now, Madam. Long time
ago, Singapore not like this - so crowded so busy. Last time more
peaceful, not so much taximen, or so much cars and buses. . . .
Yes, Madam, quite big family - eight children, six sons, two
daughters. Big family! Ha! ha! No good Madam. In those days,
where got family planning in Singapore? People born many, many
children, every year one childs. Is no good at all. Today is much
better. Two children, three children, enough, stop. Our government

say stop.” (Lim, 1989:54)

This is the only one of the collection’s sixteen stories which
demonstrates features of Singapore colloquial English in an extended piece
of writing. It will be intelligible to an international audience, and at the
same time its style and register will enable a Singaporean reader to make
informed assumptions about the taxi driver’s background.

Emily of Emerald Hill, a play using Singapore colloquial English, was

included in the ‘N’ Level English Literature syllabus from 1992-1994, and

performed at the 1986 Edinburgh Festival:

"Hello, Bee Choo? Emily here. Just to remind you, don’t forget
dinner tomorrow night, Richard’s birthday. Ya-lah, the boy so big
now, grown-up already, going to England next month. | asked him
whether he’s happy to go, you know what he said? ‘Mummy, to go
to England happy also - but to leave my home very sad lah!” Yah,
rascal-lah dia. All right, give my regards to your mother eh, hope
she’ll be better soon . . . | see you eh Bee Choo? Bye-bye.

She hangs up the phone. She calls:
Richard! Richard, come let Mother talk to you something.

Emily’s son Richard enters: but all characters except Emily
are unseen and known to us only through her mime.
Hullo boy-boy, did you sleep well? Ah, big strong sonny, tomorrow
going to be twenty years old, eh?" (Kon, 1989:2)

This extract suggests the Edinburgh audience would have had little
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difficulty in making sense of this play, though the Macmillan edition
includes a glossary of fifty three words and phrases it was felt necessary
to define, for example "dia" in the above extract means "he/she/it"
(ibid:56). However, the use of Singapore colloquial Englishis not sustained
as Emily, unlike Lim’s taximan, has the ability to use a more standard form
of English in company in which she feels it is appropriate. It is Emily’s
command of the varieties of English heard in Singapore which has
endeared her to Singaporean audiences:

"Emily’s ability to switch her accents to match her language
has been among the most successful comic moments of the play
perhaps because Singapore audiences identify immediately with the
use of different registers for different people. Almost all
Singaporeans possess a range of Englishes to meet the range of
people and situations, formal and informal, in their lives. The totality
of Emily’s English, by its very combination of varieties and levels,
by juxtaposition of accents and use of non-English words, is entirely
Singaporean.” (Rajah and Tay, 1991:408)

That the nuances of those varieties of English are a source of
humour to a commercially viable audience suggests a sophisticated
development and wide awareness of those varieties.

Thisinternational recognition of Singaporean literature in English and
its popularity in Singapore may have contributed to the suggestion that:

" ...theincreasing number of Singaporean literary texts in English

and their popularity are an indication of the growing importance of

English, not only as a /ingua franca, but as a cuitural medium as

well." {Talib, 1994:427)

The national obsession with ghost stories, reflected in the list of
best sellers, suggests that currently Singaporean literary texts in English
reflect a rather narrow range of Singaporean culture. Nevertheless, Talib
is right to state that in Singapore, English is far more than a /lingua franca.

It can be seen, then, that in Singapore’s dynamic language

community the use of English is rapidly increasing and its status is
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changing. A perception is growing that the varieties of English used in
Singapore are a means of reflecting national identity.

Inevitably, the written and spoken English of many Singaporeans is
moving further and further away from the variety it originally imitated.
Some would regard this as desirable, indeed essential. Prabhu suggests
forcefully that once a community of speakers shares a language system,
that system should not be dependent on an external norm.

"To think that (because this shared system was) once . . . an
incomplete replication of some other shared system deprives it
perpetually of the full status of a shared system, thus dependent for
ever on an external norm, is not very different from thinking that a
country which was once ruled by a foreign nation remains
perpetually less than a nation, less than fully entitled to self

government."” (Prabhu, 1993:5)

2.3 The Government’'s Attitude to the Teaching of English in Singapore

As has already been suggested, the government would be unlikely
to agree with Prabhu. Rather, as will be seen, the evidence suggests the
government is more likely to measure the success of its policies by the
extent to which the speech and writing of Singaporeans approximates to
an external norm, that is standard British English. Perhaps the most
influential person in Singapore, Lee Kwan Yew, said when Prime Minister:

"It is foolish to teach our children a Singaporean variety of

English, when with some effort and extra cost, we can teach them

standard grammatical English.” (The Straits Times, 27 March, 1980,
quoted in Phun, 1986:30, unpublished)

In 1979, Prime Minister Lee called a meeting of ministers, ministers
of state and senior civil servants to discuss the falling standards of English
in the civil service. At the meeting, the view was expressed that the
difficulties encountered in the civil service reflected:

" . . . the larger, and more intractable, problem of
deteriorating standards of spoken and written English nationwide -
among those who were supposed to be models of language use,

such as teachers, newspaper writers and newsreaders." (Lim,
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1986:6, unpublished)

One measure taken to address this problem was the publication of
the 1979 Goh Report on the Ministry of Education. In 1979, Goh Keng
Swee was both Minister of Education and First Deputy Prime Minister. His
appointment as leader of the team which produced this reportindicates the
importance the government attached to it. The Goh Report resulted in the
New Education System, " . . . in which great prominence is attached to
English" (Goh and the Education Study Team, 1979:1-7, Bibliography 3).
This prominence led to the 1982 English Language Syllabus which " . . .
will stress the correct use of language"” (Mok, 1984:233).

As might be expected, the students’ command of English is
measured in an international arena. That arena is provided by the
University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES). UCLES
sets the ‘O’ level English language examination, comprising one oral and
two written papers, entered by around 35,000 Singaporean candidates a
year. |t seems to have been assumed that a pass in the ‘O’ level
examination means candidates have displayed a command of English
similar to that of native British speakers:

" ... the Minister of Education commenting on the need to
raise the standard of English in Singapore, compared the results of
students in Singapore and Britain in the English GCE ‘O’ Level
Examinations. He noted that . . . for English, only about four in ten
pupils here make the grade, whereas at least six in ten British pupils
pass. The Minister concluded: ‘This means Singapore has a long
way to go in improving the standard of English.”" (The Sunday
Times, 19 May, 1985, quoted in Lim, 1986:249, unpublished)
Within the framework of the bilingual policy, this is a lot to ask of

students. Nevertheless, the quotation emphasises the government’s view

that it is desirable for students’ use of language to approximate to an

external norm, provided by Britain.
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More recently, it has been suggested this norm need not be
Received Pronunciation. Speaking as Senior Minister, Lee Kwan Yew said:

"l don’t have to speak with an English upper class accent.
But | speak in a way which makes it easy for them (my
interlocutors) to understand me and, therefore, they are not
distracted by my background.” (From The Sunday Times, 31 July,
1994, quoted in a lecture by Gupta, 1994)

However, The Straits Times' editorial probably reflects the

government’s view accurately when it says:

"If Singaporeans want to retain a competitive edge in
international business, it is crucial that they speak a variety of
English which can be understood by a global audience." (The Straits
Times, 1993:34)

Essentially, then, the government has a very pragmatic view of the
teaching of English. This view and the macro-level policies derived from it
will have an impact at the micro-level, in particular on English language
teaching and learning. According to this view, a teacher’s objective must
be to enable students to reproduce accurately in speech and writing a
standard British form of the language. This will ensure the international
intelligibility of Singaporean users of English, and enable English to be an
effective lingua franca for the nation. A teacher’s success will be
measured by the performance of the candidates he or she enters for the

UCLES’ ‘O’ level examination.

2.4 Teachers’ Attitude to the Teaching of English in Singapore

Although the government’s attitude to the teaching of English has
not been explicitly stated in public, the available research suggests that
many teachers share the government’'s view. As will be seen, the
overriding objective of many English teachers is the students’ acquisition
of an accurate standard form: the successful achievement of that objective

is measured in the results of the ‘O’ level English language examinations.
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In Singapore, there are approximately 2,200 teachers of English at
the secondary level (Monitoring Committee, 1991, 1B:1 [minutes]).
Research conducted (for example: Chia, 1986; Lim, 1986; Chan, 1987,
Suvanaris, 1991; Chan, 1992; Yim, 1993, all unpublished) reflects the
opinions of only a small percentage of this number, but the results are

consistent and thus worth reviewing.

Lim’s survey of the attitudes of 85 secondary school teachers of

English demonstrates the value they placed upon accuracy:

"The mean score for concern with grammatical correctness
is 2.8, the highest mean score for any attitudinal tendency tested
in the study. 72% of the subjects agreed with the statement that
it is impossible to call speech ‘good’ unless it is grammatically
correct, and 84% feel that the first concern of English language
teachers should be to teach grammatically correct speech.” (Lim,

1986:299)

Yim, using data collected from a questionnaire answered by 70
teachers of English to lower secondary classes, suggests that teachers
perceive accuracy to be an essential ingredient of examination success:

"In an examination-oriented school system such as
Singapore’s, most teachers have been pushed to be accountable to
a point that their chief concern is with preparing students who can
pass and preferably pass with distinctions. Almost invariably these
teachers find it safer to ‘teach to the test’ and provide students
with plenty of grammar practice under examination conditions."

(Yim, 1993:94)

An investigation by Chia into the attitudes of 210 secondary school
teachers of English towards the use of communicative activities as
techniques for language teaching and learning found a major stumbling
block preventing the use of such activities in the classroom to be:

" ... the teachers’ fears of not conforming to the language
syllabus and to the examination requirements, which they tend to
be overly concerned about." (Chia, 1986:194)

This anxiety about accuracy and examination success has caused

a degree of insecurity amongst Singapore’s teachers of English and
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resulted in a dependence on external sources. Lim identifies these external
sources as expatriate native speakers teaching English in the secondary
schools and/or teacher trainers in the Institute of Education, and the
University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate:

"In each of these areas, more than 60% of the respondents
express approval of the current policy: 67% say that the
recruitment of native-speaker teachers will help raise standards in
schools; 62% say that native-speaker teacher trainers are more
suitable than local teacher trainers; and 72% fear that taking over
the English language examinations from the Cambridge Syndicate
is likely to lead to a fall in standards.” (Lim, 1986:282)

Available research, then, suggests that many Singaporean teachers
of English believe one of their most important functions is to ensure their
pupils have an accurate command of English, and that accuracy will
contribute significantly to the pupils’ chances of passing the external
examination. A degree of insecurity about their ability to fulfil this function

is reflected in the dependence of some teachers upon external sources.

2.5 Methodological Consequences

The research suggests the government and many teachers will feel
more comfortable with a classical humanist approach to language teaching
in which:

"The curriculum is determined mainly by the valued subject
content, which exists outside the learners and should be transmitted

to them." (Littlewood, 1994:14)

A grammar-based syllabus will be regarded as most appropriate,
and, given the teacher insecurity noted above, teaching may rely heavily
on external sources. These assumptions are borne out by classroom
observations in the decade 1981 to 1991. In 1981, Henry Widdowson
was invited to give his opinions on the teaching of English in Singapore.

In 1982 Raphael Gefen accepted a similar invitation. Gefen reported:

"The secondary schools simply reteach English grammar as
deductive analytical rules, as if pupils had never learned this
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grammar in Primary School, and again ‘spoonfeeding’ them with
slow sequencing . . . teacher-centred lecturing is followed by
copious written exercises all done in full, including copying large
sections from the textbook . . . the idea of skipping exercises or
sections of exercises when it is quite clear that the pupils know the
materials does not occur to many teachers." (Gefen, 1982:6,
bibliography 3)

Widdowson observed a similar state of affairs:

"Over and over again in the lessons | observed in schools,
there was the same fixation on formal items and mechanical
response.” (Widdowson, 1981:20, bibliography 3)

Gefen, however, does point out:

"At the same time, | must repeat that | also found modern
communicative technigues and good teaching, so that the criticism
| make does not apply to every school and every teacher . "
(Gefen, 1982:8)

This variation in methodology is also reflected in more recent
Ministry of Education appraisal reports:

"The Language programme, in particular, needs to be re-
considered. More integrated teaching should be encouraged.
Grammar items, for example, are better taught in context rather
than isolation. The ad hoc use of supplementary grammar exercises
in either the instructional or remedial programme is not helpful to
the pupils. Regular meetings of teachers teaching the same level
would encourage the sharing of ideas and, perhaps, discourage the
dependence on model answer books and other ill-conceived
commercial publications. It would be advisable to develop a
coherent approach to marking. The excessive concern with
accuracy and the lack of positive response to pupils’ writing is
probably discouraging to the pupils." (Ministry of Education,

1991a:9)
Whilst in another school:

"The EL Department . . . are (sic) working very hard to
provide the best possible programmes for their students, are
anxious to keep up-to-date with the latest developments and are
constantly looking for new, lively materials to enhance their
classroom presentation . . . Classroom displays are colourful,
interesting and informative, thanks to the English Corner
competition, and plenty of interesting activities have been planned
for the English Language Month, to be held later this year. . . there
is clearly a lot of potential in this department.” (Ministry of
Education, 1990a:7)

It is apparent that not all teachers in Singapore allow the need for

44



accuracy and good examination passes to limit classroom innovation.

Thus, the available evidence suggests that from 1981 to 1991
English teaching in Singapore was characterised by grammar-based,
examination-oriented approaches. However, adventurous, communicative
methodology was also in evidence.

2.6 Perceptions of Teachers’ Competence

This varied picture of teaching in Singapore may reflect the shortage
of trained English language teachers capable of being good models of a
standard form of English. The first generation of locally trained teachers
began work in the 1950s. However, by the 1980s, there were still not
enough teachers who could demonstrate both accuracy and fluency when
speaking and writing English:

"I was . .. perturbed by the fact that many teachers of
English were not sufficiently fluent in speech or proficient in
knowledge. Even the worksheets carefully prepared at home by the
teacher and distributed in the class contained serious mistakes in
English.” (Gefen, 1982:8)

And:

"The English proficiency both spoken and written of many of
the teachers of English whom | saw teaching was rather
disappointing; even in one prestigious girls’ secondary school the
teacher made serious pronunciation errors in English . . . | must
regretfully assume, therefore, that the Oral Proficiency of many
teachers of other subjects will be even more disappointing.” (Gefen,
1982:28)

The situation was no better by the 1990s. Early in 1991, the English
Unit of the Curriculum Planning Division, Ministry of Education, requested
heads of English departments in every secondary school to submit a profile
of the English teachers in their schools. Of the 2143 teachers teaching
English at the time, 467 (21.79%) were not trained to do so (Monitoring
Committee, 1991, 1B:1 [minutes]).

In 1995, it was clear that the situation would not be improved by

newly qualified teachers entering the profession. Discussing the 1995
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student intake for the English Language pre-service methodology course
at the National Institute of Education, lecturers stated:
" . ..out of atotal of 133 student teachers, 48 are qualified

(ie have 3-4 years of English language), 29 are borderline (ie only

did a few courses in their first one or two years of their degree

work), and 56 have no English language background at all beyond

‘O’ level English . . . We run an extra course for the 56 unqualified

students to improve their grammar knowledge, but the effect is

limited since the course is only 26 hours.” (Lim, Skuja-Steele,

Sullivan and Seow, 1995:64-65)

It is assumed in these comments that a teacher needs a very good
command of the English language to teach effectively. However, it is also
true, as Widdowson has pointed out, that non-native speakers have a
natural advantage as instructors as they have had invaluable experience
as learners of English (1992:338). Local teachers are also in a better
position than imported native speakers to identify appropriate contexts of
language learning in which to achieve the target language (Widdowson,
1994:387). Kirkpatrick’'s idealistic suggestion is relevant here too:

"Ideal teachers of any language should . . . have an in-depth
knowledge of the language and culture specific rules both of the
language they are teaching and of the learner’s first language so

that they can make the learners aware of these differences.”
(Kirkpatrick, 1995:66)

Clearly, few imported native speakers would have this knowledge.
However, Lim’s research (this chapter:43) suggests that a number of
Singaporean teachers lack confidence in their own language proficiency.
As Medgyes has pointed out, this could interfere with performance:

" ... it seems to me that non-NESTs’ (Non-Native-Speaking EFL
Teachers’) progress is hampered most of all by a state of constant
stress and insecurity caused by inadequate knowledge of the
language they are paid to teach.

. . . The inferiority complexes of non-NESTs may be unfounded in
some cases, but it hurts none the less, and manifests itself in
various forms of contorted teaching practice (Medgyes 1983,
1986)." (Medgyes, 1992:348)

Reves and Medgyes’ interpretation of responses to 216
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guestionnaires sent to ESL/EFL teachers in ten countries indicated that an
over emphasis on grammar teaching may be one of the realisations of
"contorted teaching practice”:

" . ..grammar is the non-NESTs’ favourite field of teaching.

The reason is that it is more concrete and more learnable than

vocabulary. This relative feeling of security may be conducive to

attaching more importance to grammar than to other, perhaps more

relevant aspects.” (Reves and Medgyes, 1994:362)

In the Singaporean situation, too, the "contorted teaching practice”
is likely to be manifested in grammar-based teaching, and in examination-
oriented procedures.

Perhaps not surprisingly, this "contorted” teaching has produced
good examination candidates. The percentage of candidates obtaining an
‘O’ level English language averaged 40-45% in the early 1980s, but was
about 65% by the early 1990s (Ministry of Education, 1993:Point 4,
bibliography 3). Measured by this yardstick, teachers’ competence

improved throughout the decade.

2.7 Students’ Motivation

Research suggests that for many Singaporean students the
motivation for learning English is instrumental. For example, Shaw found
that, in common with other Asian students, Singaporean students placed
"a continual emphasis on the instrumental uses of English over the
integrative ones" (1983:29). The findings of the Ministry of Community
Development’s Research Section support this view. Basing their
statements on focussed group interviews with 115 youths, the Section
reports:

"Students are generally examination-oriented. They study in
order to pass examinations, to get good grades, and to obtain
necessary paper qualifications. There is generally a lack of curiosity
for intellectual pursuit. They do not dislike studying, but certainly do

not enjoy it either. They hate cramming for examinations. But for
most, it is inconceivable that one studies not for examination. They
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would question: what’s the purpose of studying, then?" (Research

Section, Management Information and Planning Division, Ministry of

Community Development, 1988:3, bibliography 3)

The objective of studying English, then, is likely to be passing the
examination. Such instrumentally motivated students may be less
receptive to classroom innovations. Brock’s investigation into the
responses of approximately 300 Hong Kong secondary school students to
the introduction of a process-oriented approach to teaching writing found:

" .. .some evidence that the reluctance among students . . . to

adapt to process writing related at least in part to their worries

about demands posed by the public examinations they would face
in the following academic year. Some students questioned whether

the innovation addressed those challenges." (Brock, M., 1996:52)

Such pragmatism may not result in classroom demonstrations of
learner enthusiasm. Gardner (1982:137) summarises three studies relating
motivation to classroom behaviour. (Two were conducted by Gilksman in
1976, and one by Naiman, Frohlich, Stern and Todesco in 1978.) These
suggest that students who are integratively motivated will volunteer to
answer more frequently and appear to be more interested in class than
students judged to be instrumentally motivated.

However, it has been argued in this chapter that English in
Singapore is seen increasingly as a vehicle of national identity. This would
imply that motivation to learn may not be entirely instrumental. If a student
wants to acquire English as an "act of identity" (Le Page and Tabouret-
Keller, 1985), his classroom behaviour and choice of learning strategies
might be quite different from that of a purely instrumentally motivated
student (Oxford and Nyikos, 1989, reported in Oxford, 1989:239).
Perhaps unfortunately for the Singaporean teacher, the variety of English

taught in the classroom leaves something to be desired as a symbol of

group identity for Singaporean students. As Tan and Gupta have pointed
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out (1992:148), many Singaporeans would rather sound American.

As has already been mentioned (this chapter:35) they have a lot of
opportunity to listen to models of it. Approximately 65% of television
airtime in Singapore is taken up by foreign programmes. American
programmes occupied 3,698 hours in the year 1991-2. In the same year,
programmes from Britain, the second most popular source of foreign
programmes, occupied 825 hours (Tan and Soh, 1994:90-91).

Certainly, the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate
(UCLES) has seen evidence of this mix of influences and motivation:

"The 1992 Report mentioned ‘an unfortunate increase in the
use of inappropriate slang, obscenities and even profanities’. This
year a large number of Examiners have reported an increasing
incidence of unacceptably crude terms even in formal contexts
where milder, equally well-known words were more applicable.

Perhaps, influenced by television, some writers assume that words

such as ‘f---', ‘s---', ‘pissed-off’, ‘jerk’ (as a noun), ‘cute’, ‘chick’

and ‘guy’ are universally accepted as U.K. and U.S.A. standard

English. They should be made aware that this is not the case, and

that tasteless, offensive words - especially related to the deity - are

rarely acceptable, even in quoted speech or highly colloquial
passages." (UCLES International Examinations, 1995a:4)

Nevertheless, UCLES may be heartened by the consideration that if
the motivation resulting in this inappropriacy is integrative, the pupil may
develop this aspect of fluency even after the examination has been taken
(Gardner and Macintyre, 1995:222). Instrumental motivation, too, may
continue to exert an influence after an examination if it is perceived, for
example, that an improved command of the language is necessary for
promotion at work. Das and Crabbe’s 1984 research supports this view.

The discussion so far has been based on what Crookes and Schmidt
would regard as a limited perception of motivation. They would prefer

discussiontoinclude "choice, engagement, and persistence, as determined

by interest, relevance, expectancy and outcomes" (Crookes and Schmidt,
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1991:502). Certainly, a consideration of these factors in relation to
planning an English language syllabus in Singapore would open up
discussion considerably. However, in the light of currentlanguage planning
in Singapore, they have only limited relevance in a description of pupils’
motivation. Pupils have no choice about studying English. Engagement and
persistence are greatly determined by the pupils’ expectation that the
outcome, in terms of examination grades, will justify this effort.

Of more relevance is Tremblay and Gardner’s research, conducted
partly in response to the suggestions of Crookes and Schmidt. This
examined whether "expectancy and self-efficacy, valence, causal
attributions and goal setting” (Tremblay and Gardner, 1995:507) are
important to an understanding of motivation in language learning. It was
concluded that they are. Indeed, it is very likely that Singaporean pupils
will be more motivated if they believe an examination pass is attainable,
are aware of the value of passing the examination, can understand the
causes of their success and failure, and set themselves specific and
challenging goals. Teaching and learning which is informed by an
awareness of these motivational factors is likely to be more effective.

2.8 Students’ Learning Styles

Learning motivated by a desire to pass examinations may be
reflected in "surface" approaches to learning, in which learning is
characterised by memorization through rote learning (Chang, 1990:36).
Research suggests that Asian students prefer teaching strategies which
involve rote memorization, sequenced repetitions and structured reviews
(Oxford, 1989:242-3; Oxford and Anderson, 1995:207). However,
stereotyping should be avoided (Holliday, 1994a:126-129; McKnight,

1992:98-9). Other research contradicts this view. Purdie (1995},
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compared the learning strategies used by 248 Australian and 215
Japanese students aged sixteen to eighteen. She found that 59.92% of
the Australians saw learning as primarily a process of memorising and
reproducing, as compared with 39.69% of the Japanese students.
Chang and Ho in a review of research into the learning styles of

Singaporean students, suggest that:

"Singapore students are achievement and examination-
oriented but they are not necessarily rote learners. Rote learning
does not reward them with the high grades they would hope to get
for the effort spent.” (Chang and Ho, 1992:50)

Chang’s research supports this statement. In a study of 234
Secondary 4 students, she found that low achieving pupils were more
likely to use rote learning and to "concentrate heavily on notes given by
the teachers and on solving questions/problems set in past-year
examination papers” (Chang, 1990:39). Such a statement could be made
about low achieving students the world over, and may reflect socio-
economic grouping rather than ethnic origin (Long and Robinson, 1995).

Nevertheless, it does appear that culture exerts an effect on an
individual’s approach to teaching and learning. This is reflected, for
example, in Kennedy’s work with British and Malaysian teachers
concerning locus of control (Kennedy, 1991), and in McCargar’s research
into the expectations that students and teachers from different cultures
have of each other (McCargar, 1993). (For further discussion, see Oxford
and Anderson, 1995.)

It may be, too, that some learning strategies, for example peer
editing, which assumes that one student will accept another’s authority to

make suggestions regarding his/her work, may be less appropriate in some

cultures (Tickle et a/, 1995). Strategies to promote independent learning,
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too, must take into account the culture in which such learner autonomy
is being promoted. In Cambodia, and many eastern societies, dependence
and collaboration are valued in an authority oriented culture. Thus, even
the physical design of a self-access centre requires careful consideration
or the centre is likely to become a white elephant (Jones:1995). This
dependence and collaboration, however, may ensure the success of group
activities (Jacobs and Ratmanida, 1996; Kramsch and Sullivan, 1996).
Leong, discussing distinctive features of Chinese and Western
thought, states Chinese students have been brought up to "Hide your
brilliance and never outshine others" (Leong, 1993:42), and to accept that
"Exaggerated facial expressions are considered improper behaviour in
society" (ibid:43). Thus, many Chinese students need sympathetic support
if they are to become involved in discussions or drama-based activities.
Chan’s unpublished 1992 study of the perceptions of 40 Secondary
Two Singaporean students reveals they wanted and expected explicit
grammar teaching from their teachers. A more detailed study of the
learning styles of 1733 Secondary Four students concluded:
"The Singapore students tend to prefer traditional ways of
teaching, where they can observe, listen and reflect. They study
hard to do well for the examinations." (Lim Tock Teng, 1995:50)
Lim drew attention to the need for research into whether teaching
styles matched learning styles. Research elsewhere (for example, Nunan,
1991a and 1992; Felder, 1995; Wallace and Oxford, 1992, reported in
Oxford and Anderson, 1995:210) has indicated that this is an important
area of consideration. However, given the comments above on teachers’
attitudes and the methodological consequences, it may be hypothesised
that in a number of Singaporean classrooms, any mismatch may be
minimal. If, as Wallace and Oxford suggest, cultural influences are a major
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contributor to differences in teaching and learning styles, this match may

be a reflection of teachers’ and learners’ shared culture.

2.9 Students’ Competence

The competence achieved as a result of Singaporean learners’

motivation and approaches to learning is difficult to quantify:

"We do not know much about normal development in
children learning most of the languages in Singapore. The languages
about which we know very little include Mandarin, Hokkien,
Cantonese and Malay and the local variety of English. Standard
screening tests are not available for most of the languages spoken
here. Even for English, standardised assessments are based on the
development of children learning Standard English in the United
Kingdom or the United States. Here, however, most children learn
Singapore Colloquial English, which is not the same grammatically
as Standard English (Gupta, 1989, 1991)." (Yeo et a/, 1994:2)

What is known suggests teachers will need to provide a rich
language environment to compensate for the limited pre-school language
experience of some of their pupils. Changing economic circumstances
have encouraged Singaporean parents to hand their children over to
professional caregivers for long hours every day, sometimes for five days

a week (Foley, 1994:272). Foley also refers to:

" ... astudy of 2418 children aged between 3 and 6, on a
number of tasks related to their language (English, Chinese, Malay
and Tamil); the interaction between parents, particularly between
mothers and their children was confined to language regulating or
monitoring behaviour instead of encouraging talk (Ko and Ho

1992)." (ibid:271)

Thus, teachers may need to help pupils achieve a level of oracy and
literacy which will empower them to develop personally and socially, and
to adequately exploit the resources of the education system. Research to
date suggests English language teachers have had mixed success.

For example, Phoon and Cheah studied 3000 Secondary One pupils
to ascertain whether they couldread local newspapers with understanding.

The majority had little difficulty in comprehending news about daily events,
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but "did not seem to have acquired the ability to read government
announcements and news about commercial and industrial materials”
(Phoon and Cheah, 1981:218). It was speculated that the unfamiliarity of
the subject matter could have contributed to this lack of understanding.
Balasingam (1990, wnpublished) analyzed the essays of 50
Secondary Four pupils, commenting on the syntactic, morphological and
lexical deviations. She found that verbs, especially tenses, were the
greatest source of error, followed by the wrong choice of preposition or
particle. Students avoided using connectives, especially relative pronouns.
Chandrasegeran (1991) investigated the decisions made by 24 third
year university students as they wrote expository essays. The students
had been identified to attend extra classes to improve their written English.
Limitations in the students’ composing processes included a lack of
relevance and audience awareness because of a pre-occupation with
surface structures; and an inability to integrate and restructure information.
Gupta (1989), drawing on her twelve years’ experience of teaching
Singaporean university students in the department of English Language
and Literature, identified four strengths in their English proficiency: an
excellent control of educated vocabulary; considerable comprehension of
reading and oral materials; a very good control of standard English; and an
increasing willingness to engage in discussion. Weaknesses include: an
inability, reflected both in reading and writing activities, to pick out the
main points and present them clearly, perhaps because of a focus on
language rather than content; poor organisation of written material, in
particular the presentation of contradictory facts or opinions; and an
inability to choose an appropriate register and style for writing tasks.

A number of these problems may be attributed to the very different
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rhetorical styles of English and Chinese expository prose. Fagan and
Cheong report on a study in which four Singaporean teachers analyzed the
rhetorical patterns demonstrated in 60 essays written by Secondary Three

Singaporean Chinese students:

"The findings of the study suggested that the sixty students
were influenced by Chinese rhetorical styles. The raters’ analyses
indicated that 39.2% of the sixty compositions exhibited the English
three-part pattern of Introduction-Body-Conclusion, and 50.6%
exhibited the Chinese four-part pattern of Introduction-Body-Related
or Contrasting Subtheme-Conclusion. The raters also indicated that
71.4% of the compositions had examples of digression, repetition,
and indirection and 53.8% had flowery, metaphorical styles."
(Fagan and Cheong, 1987:19)

However, not all errors can be definitely ascribed to one particular
source (Balasingam, 1990:70-1). In Singapore’s linguistic situation, there
is likely to be interference from a number of other languages with which
the learner may be familiar. In addition, some difficulties may be the result
of the learner’s own strategies within the target language, as the learner
makes his/her own approximations of the target language.

Another valuable contribution to a discussion of the English
language competence of Singapore’s students is the annual UCLES's
Examiners’ Reports. These comment only on the candidates’ written
performance. Some candidates try to hide their incompetence:

" ... it was disturbing to find many candidates producing

(with varying degrees of accuracy) whole essays which had been

committed to memory and regurgitated with little or no attempt to
adapt them to the chosen topic.” (UCLES in collaboration with The

Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1985a:5)

And:
"Some weak, misguided candidates attempted to incorporate

memorised passages but gained nothing, as these were clearly
detectable." (UCLES International Examinations, 1991a:8)
The examiners’ comments on original scripts coincide with the

points already made. Poor scripts display inadequate planning, irrelevance

and repetition, inappropriate style and register and use of local idioms.
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Examples of common language errors are provided within the following
categories: verbs, time concepts and sequences; vocabulary, idiom,
spelling; number, agreement; prepositions; pronouns; articles; sentence
construction, linking, punctuation.

This should not be taken to mean that the examiners regard the
work produced by Singaporean candidates as weak. Far from it:

"The general standard had improved, with the best schools
demonstrating the results of excellent teaching and examination
technique. Many outstanding answers showed a variety of
imaginative approach, keen sensitivity and perception, high interest
value and sound planning. In all centres there was evidence of
determined effort and seriousness of mind. The apt use of semi-
colons, colons, quotation marks, apostrophes, parenthetic commas
and dashes was more frequent but should be further encouraged.
The range of vocabulary, sentence construction, knowledge and
ideas was impressive. Expositions had clarity; arguments contained
significant detail. Narratives were well-handled, with convincing
characterisation, emotional tension, dramatic space and vivid
description.” (UCLES International Examinations, 1993a:8)

2.10 English and the Workplace

Employersin Singapore do not hold Singapore’s graduating students
in the same high regard as the UCLES’s examiners. In 1994, the Ministry
of Education asked employers whether Singapore’s education system was
equipping young people with essential skills and qualities. The majority’s
response was summarised:

"Generally, education systems which focus on results and
good grades only develop intelligent but ineffectual workers. New
job entrants are technically proficient but are poor at
communication, teamwork, lack initiative and versatility." (Pastoral
Care and Career Guidance Section, 1995:32, bibliography 3)
Most of the employers surveyed believed that employees straight

from school "still want to be spoonfed" (ibid:17). In general, employers
thought that employees were unable to apply their knowledge to practical
situations, lacked creativity and initiative, and could not express

themselves openly at meetings. Whether this was a cultural or linguistic
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problem was not clarified.

Employers did feel that the school leavers’ standard of written and
spoken English was deteriorating. Comments like: "Weak in writing . . .
Singlish predominates”, and "Speaking English mixed with Mandarin or
Malay" were reported (ibid:15). To counteract this lowering of standards,
many employers would like a business communication course to be
included in the curriculum for the last two years of the secondary school.

The views reported represent those of employers from a cross
section of the entire economic community. Das and Crabbe’s 1984 survey
of 738 working adults from a variety of occupations who had registered
for a primary school level English language course found:

. . . a great deal of the communication among and across
working adults, at different levels of employment, did not take place
in English. When communication did occur in English it was
generally in the Singapore patois and was fairly stereotypical and
did not make great demands on the English language skills of
workers. A survey of the reading skills which workers required to
deal with job-related English language texts revealed that they were
able to develop a range of effective reading strategies without too
much difficulty as the texts were fairly predictable." (Das,
1994:382)

Nevertheless, the employees did want to improve their English:
"The workers perceived English as along-term investment for
self-advancement rather than as an instrument for the satisfaction
of immediate needs . ... The perception of needs, in terms of both
motivations for learning English and awareness of its uses, did not
vary greatly across occupational categories (by type of
industry/occupation) and employment levels." (Das and Crabbe,
1984:73)
The limited research available, then, indicates that instrumental
motivation dominates, and does continue to operate beyond the
requirements of a final school examination. It also suggests that both

employers and employees perceive a need for employees to acquire greater

proficiency in English. However, whilst employers see this need to be job
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related, perhaps better responded to through an ESP course, employees
would be happier with a more general English course. In other words,
employers wish to "equip" their employees, who would prefer to be
"enabled” (Prabhu, 1987:190).

2.11 Teachers’ Morale

The discussion in the previous section suggested employers believe
teachers should do more to improve the standard of their pupils’ English.
Over the years, demands that they do more have sapped teachers’ morale.

In 1979, morale could only improve. 140 teachers from 16 primary
and 12 secondary schools were interviewed by the authors of the Goh
Report. The interviews suggested the major factors affecting morale were:

" ... low social status, frequent changes in the education system,
ineffective system of supervision and guidance and poor promotion
prospects.” (Goh and the Education Study Team, 1979:3-8)

Since the report was written, one of the issues has been tackled:

"In February 1995, for the first time in the history of the Education
Service, a record number of 2,456 officers were promoted in the
Education Service without having to go through promotion
interviews." (Singapore Teachers’ Union, 1995:8)

However, the criteria for promotion do not seem to have been
widely understood or accepted as:

" ... the forthcoming promotion exercises due in October 1995 and
next year may cause heartaches and unhappiness for some . . . "

(ibid).

There appears to have been no improvement in teachers’ social
status:

" .. . NIE (National Institute of Education) director, Professor Leo
Tan, feels that teaching has yet to become a lodestone for
Singapore’s ambitious new entrants into the workforce. Society, he
says, is partly to blame for this. For instance, parents want the best
facilities and best schools for their children but they discourage their
own children from joining the profession. ‘Inadvertently, we're
sending the message that only failures need to go into teaching’."
(The Straits Times, 1995e:4)
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Society’s perception of teachers, though, was not the only reason
teachers cited for their belief that their social status was low.

"Unfair criticisms by the press and public, lack of authority
and shabby treatment by MOE (eg being the last to be told of
MOE's policies and being made the scapegoat for MOE's mistakes)
were some reasons cited by the teachers . . . (Goh and the
Education Study Team, 1979:3-7)

The Ministry of Education (MOE) has attempted to address these
concerns through regular dialogue sessions with teachers and publications
like Contact (Public Relations Branch, 1994 bibliography 3) which is
delivered to their homes (Foo, 1995, bibliography 3). Contact aims to keep
teachers informed and to answer their questions. Unfortunately, there is
still a perception that MOE is out of touch with teachers and schools. For
example, commenting on the problems of school administrators the
President of the Singapore Teachers’ Union said they:

. . . have to carry out directives from the Ministry of
Education which sometimes do not take into account the special
problems or constraints of their schools." (Singapore Teachers’
Union, 1995:45).

A third factor identified by Goh and the Education Study Team
(1979) as affecting teachers’ morale was the frequency of changes
introduced by MOE. The pace of change has accelerated since 1979. The
Director of Curriculum Planning Division, in her opening address at the
division’s biennial seminar, said that in the period 1991-1995, 42 new or
revised syllabuses had been introduced in schools (Mok, 1994).

It is not surprising, then, that the perception of teachers as victims
of change is widespread. In 1992, Singapore’s Director of Education said:

"The Singapore public has the perception, rightly or wrongly,
that the Ministry of Education is always chopping and changing its

educational policies." (Yip, 1992:1)

This perception may be affecting the recruitment of teachers. Soh
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et al (1985) administered a questionnaire to 1177 pre-university (sixth
form) students to gather information about their perceptions of teaching
as a career choice. Those students who would not choose teaching as a
career, but who might reconsider their decision if certain job conditions
were changed, cited "not having to cope with frequent policy change”
(Soh et al, 1985:28) as the second most important job condition it would
be necessary to alter. It was perceived as a more effective means of
influencing their career decision than improving teachers’ pay.

Supervision and guidance, another factor affecting teachers” morale
in 1979, may not have greatly improved either. Chia et a/, discussing the
responses of 338 secondary school teachers to a questionnaire designed
to examine their professionalism, state:

" . . . all teachers, whether they are new teachers or
experienced teachers, are treated equally. In most schools,
experienced teachers and new teachers are usually allocated a
workload that does not take into consideration their teaching
experience. Teachers with experience are not given opportunities to
act as ‘mentors’ (Harrington, 1987) which would challenge them to
develop professionally on the job, so that they become more
professional teachers in terms of professional competence and
commitment to the profession.” (Chia et a/, 1994:62)

Wong’'s 1988 research supports this view. She analyzed the
responses of 305 secondary school teachers to a questionnaire designed
to explore which aspects of the school climate most affected teachers’
morale. She found that older teachers "expressed disturbingly low morale™
(Wong, 1988:44). Wong suggested that a lack of planned career
development and the rapid promotion of younger colleagues who are
graduates are likely reasons for the older teachers’ responses.

In addition, new problems have arisen since 1979. One has been
the effects of the introduction of a ranking system for schools, based to

a large extent on pupils’ examination results:
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"Although the ranking of secondary schools was intended to
provide parents with information on the schools’ academic
performance and other areas of interest, this had (sic) resulted in
some schools applying undue pressure on teachers and pupils to
achieve better results in order to ensure improvement in ranking."
(Singapore Teachers’ Union, 1995:35).

This pressure may have contributed to an increase in the working
hours of many teachers. A teachers’ union survey of 150 schools revealed
that 25% of them had extended teachers’ working hours beyond a
reasonable limit (/bid). Duties included "non-professional chores” and a
variety of duties which ensured "that many teachers are deprived of their
holidays" (ibid:44). Not surprisingly, "the state of the mental health of
teachers” (ibid:45) was identified as an area of concern.

In 1995, the results of the Union’s survey into teacher stress were
released. Teachers in 26 primary and secondary schools had been
interviewed, and their responses suggest they felt high levels of stress.
Around 80% experienced long working hours and 86% were often tired,
which may be why approximately 60% thought they neglected their
families and had a heavy workload. Around 64% felt they performed too
many non-teaching related jobs. External sources were cited as
contributing to this stress. About 75% of the teachers interviewed thought
pupils were difficult to teach, and around 80% believed parents left it to
teachers to discipline their children. Approximately 68% blamed the
Ministry of Education for implementing change too fast. Around 53%
believed they were held accountable for low ranking and poor results. 61%

thought schools’ expectations were too high and were upset by classroom

observation and checking of books (The Straits Times, 1995g:25).

Also in 1995, the Union published the results of its survey of the

views of 261 discipline masters, principals, vice-principals and teachers in
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146 primary and secondary schools on discipline in schools. 60% felt that
discipline was a growing problem. More than 77% "cited the lack of

parental control as the main cause of misbehaviour” (The Straits Times,

1995c:12). Dealing with a greater number of discipline problems which
they feel are not of their own making will further damage teachers’ morale.

Perhaps because the situation has remained the same since at least
1902 (Kynnerseley, 1980:40), recent literature does not mention class size
as a feature affecting teacher morale. In the majority of government
schools the average class size is 38 (Ministry of Education, 1994:12,
bibliography 3). The marking load, then, is daunting.

Thus, routine and often overwhelming duties prevent teachers from
spending time on more rewarding professional work which might
contribute to a greater sense of control over their situation. The President
of the Teachers’ Union’s claim that "a fair number" of teachers have
resigned, and "many" have retired on medical grounds may not be
unfounded (Singapore Teachers’ Union 1995:45). In 1994, 1,654
secondary school teachers had up to four years experience, but only 887
had between five to nine years (Ministry of Education, 1994:17),
suggesting a considerable number had left when they had served their
bond and while they were still young enough to find another profession.

The perception that the Ministry of Education is responsible for this
state of affairs is emphasised by the President of the Teachers’ Union:

"If the School’s Branch (The Ministry of Education) takes a
more enlightened approach and adopt (sic) the slogan ‘Work Smart’
instead of ‘"Work Long Hours’, we can all do much more to reduce
the stress and strain on teachers and achieve quality instead of

quantity in education.” (/bid, 1995:44).

In the Ministry’s defence, however, some school appraisal reports

do highlight the need to reduce the workload of English teachers. Many
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teachers have at least two and often three classes of English, and are
required to teach a second subject. A number of schools demand that
pupils complete a quota of 12 essays and 12 comprehensions and
summaries in each academic year. Multiplying the number of assignments
by the number of pupils in three classes, one teacher may have to mark
2736 English assignments a year. In addition, she will mark examination
scripts and fulfil the marking commitments of the second teaching subject.
One specialist inspector commented:

"The recommended number of written assignments per year,
twenty four in total, is high." (Ministry of Education, 1995g:9)

There are, of course, other demanding professional duties:

"There are many EL programmes and activities going on in
the school throughout the academic year and teachers and pupils
have put in much effort in (sic) these activities. However, counter-
productivity sets in when too much is attempted. The EL
department has to review its existing policies and programmes and
make modifications or remove some completely, if necessary.
Besides allowing more time for teachers to gather interesting
reading and resource materials for their classes and plan their
lessons more effectively, streamlining of EL subsidiary programmes
will enable the aims and objectives of the remaining programmes to
be fully achieved."” (Ministry of Education, 1992c:14)

Heads of department do not escape lightly either:

"The school administration should reduce the administrative
load of the Head of Department, English, to enable him to take on
his professional load more fully.” (Ministry of Education, 1990b:7)
This brief review of teacher morale suggests that many teachers are

experiencing increasingly long working hours, often filled with mundane,
routine duties, and facing greater indiscipline in schools. The morale of
older teachers may be particularly affected, though it is the younger
teachers who are leaving the profession. In a very centralised system a

number of teachers feel rather remote from the centre. Many seem to lack

control over their working situation, and have little opportunity to acquire
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such control. Often, the Ministry of Education is perceived to be the
originator of teachers’ problems, through the introduction of measures like
the ranking of schools and the imposition of frequent changes.

2.12 School Culture and Curriculum Development

One way of dealing with a constantly changing situation is to ignore
those changes. Wong describes a 1983 project undertaken by the
Curriculum Branch and the Testing Branch of the Ministry of Education. It
required all secondary school teachers to write specific instructional
objectives based on Bloom’s taxonomy. They were intended to provide a
focus for lesson plans and a basis for setting examinations. Singapore
Teachers’ Union asked 450 experienced secondary school teachers how
they used these objectives:

"Of those who wrote SIOs (Specific Instructional Objectives)
54.7% did not use them to prepare lesson plans . . .. Only 38.7%
used SlOs in constructing their test items.” (Wong, 1991:152)
The majority of teachers surveyed simply ignored the requirement.
Another way of dealing with change is to accept without

questioning; to wait to be told what to do, and to do it. The available
research into teachers’ curriculum beliefs suggests this may have been a
course of action adopted by a number of teachers. Yeoh et a/ distributed
questionnaires to 749 teachers from 143 primary schools in Singapore to
elicit information about their curriculum beliefs:

"Their philosophical preference is distinctly eclectic in nature
and scope. On the assumption that teachers in Singapore do not
have to argue for or against any one belief system about the
curricula that are prescribed in schools, it is therefore
understandable that their own educational beliefs about the school
curriculum do not reveal as yet the emergence of strong curriculum
biases." (Yeoh et al, 1994:16, unpublished)

Teachers’ concerns when implementing curriculum change were

mostly with what to do and how to do it. The consequences for learners
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and the need to devise more appropriate curriculum innovations were
rarely considered. These findings suggest that the rapid pace of change in
Singapore’s education system and the top-down means by which
curriculum changes have been implemented may have contributed to a
situation in which a number of teachers have not developed coherent
curriculum beliefs.

A small study by Soh (1987) reinforces the implication in the above
research that there will be little motivation for school-based curriculum
initiatives. Twenty seven trainee primary school heads of department in
Singapore were asked to complete three questionnaires designed to
measure stress, willingness to accept responsibility and attitude towards
change. Soh found a significant negative relationship between stress and
attitudes towards responsibility and change (Soh, 1987:90). Clearly, it will
be very difficult to introduce innovations in a stressful environment.

People experiencing stress are more likely to cling to the aspects of
their situation from which they derive most satisfaction. Lee (1989)
analyzed interview data gathered from 211 secondary school teachers in
Singapore. The teachers gained most satisfaction as classroominstructors,
and were reluctant to extend their professional role beyond this.

Collaborating with colleagues was not an important source of
professional satisfaction (Lee, 1989:86). Chia et a/ also recorded "the near
absence of cooperative learning as a professional development activity
among secondary school teachers" (1994:64). Both research papers
portray a similar situation to that described by Fullan and Hargreaves:

"The most common state for the teacher is not a collegial
one. It is a state of professional isolation; of working alone, aside
from one’s colleagues. This isolation gives teachers a certain degree
of protection to exercise their discretionary judgement in the

interests of the children they know best. But it also cuts teachers
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off from clear and meaningful feedback about the worth and
effectiveness of what they do." (Fullan and Hargreaves, 1991:38)

Without this "clear and meaningful feedback" teachers will find it
difficult to identify any need for change in their classrooms. If such a need
were identified, the teacher is likely to be alone in trying to address it for
it is not common practice to consult others. Indeed, Lee found that
potential avenues of professional development within the school, like
working with the administration and working under supervision, were
sources of professional discouragement to teachers (Lee, 1989).

As Sim has pointed out, there is a great need to "improve the
professionalism of teachers" (Sim, 1990:6). He highlights some
unprofessional practices which are widely accepted, but which he believes
should be of serious concern: the acceptance of unqualified supply
teachers to perform the same duties as qualified teachers; the lack of a
professional association to represent and protect teachers’ professional
interests; the apparent lack of interest displayed by the majority of
teachers in professional development activities; and a general acceptance
that pupils will attend classes given by private tutors to reinforce what has
been learnt in class, a practice which suggests teachers are inadequate.

To demonstrate the last point, 55 advertisements appeared on one

day in The Straits Times’ classified section (The Straits Times, 1996a:46).

31 offered tuition in English. Tuition is provided by students studying for

‘A’ level examinations, undergraduates, practising teachers, and teachers
who have resigned or retired. All promise examination success:

"Exam-Oriented English/GP Course by Lady Lecturer. Score

an A1l with exam-oriented notes on Essay, Comprehension,

Grammar, Vocab, Summary, Letter & Report." (/bid)

In practice, many simply supervise their charges as they complete
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assessment books which are likely to encourage a command of stilted,
inaccurate English. If parents believed that teachers adequately prepared
their children for examinations, there would not be a thriving tuition trade.

The presence of unqualified relief teachers in schools and
unqualified tutors outside schools should have aroused some public
criticism. As Sim points out, there has been none. He believes this implies
that teachers are working in a culture which does not engage in
professional debate.

In part, Sim attributes this lack of debate to the fact that:

' .. .teachers have, by and large, tended to be reasonably
successful, at least in terms of examination performance, (so) there
seems to be alack of research ethos, as well as confidence in what
research has to offer.” (Sim, 1990:5)

The question is, to what extent do the tutors deserve credit for
candidates’ successful examination performance? It is beyond the scope
of this study to answer such a question. Nevertheless, Sim has usefully
described current, unprofessional educational practices which have
contributed to a climate likely to discourage teachers from being involved
in school-based curriculum development, or being responsive to
suggestions for change.

On the basis of interviews with 66 primary school teachers from 65
schools, all of whom had attended an in-service course intended to prepare
them to be heads of department, Chew (1985) identified other obstacles
in the way of change in Singapore’s schools. These were: a heavy teacher
workload; examination-oriented schools; the difficulty of measuring the
benefits of an innovation; an absence of incentives and rewards for risk

taking behaviour; too many changes in schools at both the systemic and

organisational levels; and teachers’ beliefs (Chew, 1985:18-19). The great
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majority of teachers interviewed believed:

"Authority is vested largely in the principal, the vice-principal
and the senior assistants . . . Consequently, most teachers are
willing to receive directives and orders only from the top and not
from other teachers. Subject co-ordinators do not have the same
authority as the administrators and their professional authority has
been hampered as a result."” (Chew, 1985:19)

Naturally, Chew concluded teachers did not believe themselves to
be empowered as change agents. The prevailing culture in many schools
meant that change could take place only through the principal.

In this context, itis interesting to consider Zhang's research into the
characteristics and attributes of school principals in Singapore. He found
that principals who attended the 1993 Singapore Principals’ Conference
and 200 heads of department agreed on the importance of the following
attributes: willingness to assume and accept responsibility for both
success and failure; adaptable to situations; assertive; and competitive.
(Zhang, 1994:17) Zhang feels that these characteristics would be
considered as important in different cultures, too.

He then goes on to discuss other essential characteristics of school
principals in Singapore, identified by the principals and the heads of
department, but which may be regarded as important because of the
Singaporean context. Pointing out that good schools are responsive to the
priorities of the community, and emphasising the example of centrally
controlled leadership set by the Ministry of Education, Zhang states:

"In the Singaporean setting, where parents and community
are very demanding, principals are very much concerned about
productivity, namely, high percentage of students’ passes; of
distinctions; of promotion/college going rates, especially when
confronted with the ranking system of the schools. A strong will

. is the most important core attribute with quality of resolution
in carrying out the school’s mission and in realising the school’s
vision . . . To be domineering will make teachers and administrators
get things done following the principal’s instruction. Principals

demand subordinates’ unquestionable obedience to authority.
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Because the effect of autocracy demands compliance instead of
commitment, the quality of jobs done by subordinates is often
measured by quantity rather than quality, hence it is not enough to
give orders only, but to provide instruction and explanation. Also,
to be unconventional needs courage in front of danger and chance.
They have a relatively low level of courage when taking personal
risks. Embedded in the Eastern culture, being less bold in taking
personal risks and in taking advantages of chances is characteristic
of Singaporeans.” (Zhang:1994:17)

Given such a description, it is hardly surprising that the teachers’
union’s survey into teacher stress identified principals as being in the best

position to reduce teachers’ levels of stress (The Straits Times, 1995f:3).

Other researchers would agree that the cultural environment of
Singapore is likely to reduce the possibility of successfully introducing
change. Gilroy, in a 1993 lecture, suggested that, in contrast with
Western societies, Singaporeans’ greater respect for authority, reluctance
to criticise because of the need to save the face of those being criticised,
and ‘kiasu’ desire to win whatever the cost, exacerbate the problems
inherent in change in all societies. These cultural characteristics mean
there is a reduced willingness to take risks; a reluctance to participate in
critical debate, to accept that change may affect status, or to listen to
‘outsiders’ since the authorities know best; and fewer opportunities to
share goals and failings. The dominantly Singaporean audience to whom
these points were addressed agreed with them. Curriculum change, it was
felt, was unlikely to be teacher generated.

The Straits Times' editorial also expressed the view that the ‘kiasu’

aspect of Singapore’s culture has a negative effect on school-based
curriculum decisions. Discussing the then current concern that secondary
schools were denying their pupils the opportunity to study Literature in
English as an examination subject, the editorial became quite strident:
"What is unacceptable is the rationale: this is being done to
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improve or protect the schools’ standing in the annual Straits Times
ranking exercise. The reason is that it is harder to score high marks
in literature. As one humanities subject must be offered for the ‘O’
levels, schools are steering their students towards alternatives
considered easier to score distinctions in, such as history or
geography. . . . What is not pleasant to contemplate is that this
action . . . is indicative of a harmful variant of kiasuism taking root.
School principals should do all they can to arrest its growth." (The
Straits Times, 1995a:32)

The concluding plea, seen in the context of Zhang’s views above,
may fall on stony ground. Lee’s summary of Singapore’s education system
also suggests such a plea would receive a negative response. Comparing
and contrasting Singapore’s education system with the systems found in
Hong Kong and Japan, he describes all three systems as "credential”:

. where educational credentials determine a person’s
occupational status which may in turn influence his social and
economic status and access to political power." (Lee, 1991:210)
This entrenched view that education is a means to individual

economic, political and social ends is likely to result only in changes which

facilitate the achievement of those ends: for example, in the development
of methodology which leads to improved examination passes.

2.13 Conclusion
With such conflicting views regarding the status and functions of

English, held in a complex and dynamic linguistic situation, the English

language syllabus writer and, in particular, implementor, are likely to find

themselves in an unenviable position. For a syllabus to receive the Ministry
of Education’s backing, it must recommend that standard English be
taught and modelled in the classroom. In addition, an official syllabus
needs to be in alignment with the assessment mode, which should have
national and international credibility. However, the discussion has also
suggested that Singapore colloquial English must be recognised as having

an important and legitimate function in society; and that the multilingual
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and multicultural backgrounds of both teachers and pupils should inform
all aspects of syllabus planning and implementation.

However, no matter how practical and relevant the proposed
syllabus, the outlook for future innovation is not encouraging. There
appears to be neither the motivation nor the channels of communication
necessary to encourage school-based curriculum development, thus
implementation will be top-down. A history of this approach to syllabus
implementation has contributed to a situation in which only the forms of
a proposed change are likely to be observed, or it may be ignored entirely.
With no feeling of ownership for the innovation, there may be little
motivation for real teacher engagement with the curriculum materials. Any
such engagement may be discouraged by instrumentally motivated
students and/or those principals who are reluctant to take risks and whose
first requirement of teachers is compliance. There is, then, very little
incentive for real change to occur.

It will be clear by now that none of the features enumerated in the
categories of educational environment or teaching force in the list of
features desirable to ensuring the successful implementation of an English
language syllabus in Singapore were present in 1992 (Chapter One:20).

So why was a new English Language Syllabus introduced?
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CHAPTER THREE

1982 Syllabus: Perceived Problems

3.0 The 1982 Syllabus: Areas of Concern

The 1982 syllabus was politically driven. It was a response to the
Goh Report (1979), produced as a result of the Prime Minister’s concern
about the standard of English. (See Chapter Two:39-40.) However, neither
the interviews with the writers of the 1991 Syllabus nor the Curriculum

Planning Division’s file NO7-08-024 Review of Syllabuses, Vol. 2, (English

Unit, 1981-1992) suggest that the 1991 syllabus was similarly motivated.
So what were the reasons behind the impetus for change?
People interested in manpower development identified one reason:
"In response to fast changing technology and structural
changes, Singapore is increasingly more plugged into the
international network of trade, communications and services. The
education system must move in tandem with these trends and
development by upgrading teaching methods and other facilities,
curricula and relevancy amongst others.” (Low et a/, 1991:214)
Two linguists, Henry Widdowson and Raphael Gefen invited to
comment on the 1982 English Language Syllabus, also discussed its lack
of relevance to Singapore’s situation. Both remarked that the greatest
influences on Singapore’s English language syllabuses appear to be located
outside Singapore. Commenting that there seemed to be no explicit
rationale for the syllabuses’s design, Widdowson said:

. . . the impression | get is that the syllabuses have been
drawn up with reference to models designed for other contexts and
not as a result of the particular conditions and circumstances of
Singapore." (Widdowson, 1981:8)

Gefen suggests why Widdowson may have received thisimpression:

"The O-Level Examinations should be set and marked in
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Singapore itself and not in Cambridge; control of the examinations
means control of the syllabus and the methodology in schools.”
(Gefen, 1982:48)

Gefen accurately perceived the enormous influence of the
examinations. There is no evidence in the documentation or the interviews
that reference was made to research, or research initiated into, for
example, Singaporean students’ preferred learning styles or underlying
learner competencies. Neither is there any evidence of consultation with
employees or community leaders regarding the proposed syllabus.
However, there is much evidence in the 1982 Syllabus document to
suggest that it was greatly influenced by the existing GCE ‘O’ Level
Examination set by Cambridge, and for which candidates were first
entered in 1981. Indeed, "passing the examination is of overriding
importance . . ." (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:2).

The syllabus sometimes reads like a handbook for prospective
candidates:

"The pupil is expected to answer about 5 questions on the
passage read. The questions are normally short and simple, and are
usually easily answered. However, the pupil should listen very
carefully to the questions to provide the precise information
required. He should answer in complete sentences. He is allowed to
use the words in the passage. The teacher should provide practice
in oral comprehension until she is sure pupils are able to answer the
qguestions correctly.” (ibid, 1982:44.)

These statements cast the pupil and teacher in the respective roles
of candidate and coach, and encouraged critics like Varghese to write:

"The aim of the 1982 Syllabus seems to have been to
achieve a better match between teaching and eventual testing in the

GCE 'O’ Level examination." (Varghese, 1994:298)

This is demonstrated in the recommendations regarding reading and
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writing. The range of writing tasks is almost entirely confined to those set
in the ‘O’ level English language examination: narrative, descriptive,
expository and argumentative. In the lower secondary classes pupils are
required only to narrate and describe. They have to wait until Secondary
Three before encountering argumentative and expository texts, when
"more proficient pupils can write expository compositions such as ‘The
Benefits of Reading’ and ‘The Motor-car - a Curse or a Blessing’" (Ministry
of Education, Singapore, 1982:34), titles typical of those set at the time
in the ‘O’ level English language examination.

Teachers are encouraged to give pupils the opportunity to practise
other kinds of writing:

"In addition, pupils should be taught forms of writing which
are important for their practical, functional value.” (ibid:24.)

However, "In addition" clearly indicates which kind of writing the
syllabus views as the most important.

Extensive reading, too, is sacrificed as the examinations approach:

"Since pupils at Sec 4 (sic) are preparing for the examination,

they may have less time than they had at Sec 3 (sic) to read for

pleasure and do project work . . . However, if time permits,

extensive reading should be continued but with reduced frequency.

For instance instead of reading one book a month, pupils could read

a book every two months or once a term." (Ministry of Education,

Singapore, 1982:45.)

Such prescriptiveness, motivated by high stakes examinations, has
engendered limited teaching and learning opportunities.

Thus, one area of concern is that the 1982 Syllabus does not

reflect an assessment of the needs of Singaporean pupils and the society

in which they live: rather, to a large extent, it reflects the assessment
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requirements established in Cambridge before the syllabus was written.

Widdowson felt the examinations were able to exert a negative
influence on language teaching and learning in part because the syllabus
itself provided insufficient direction to teachers:

"(The New English Language Syllabuses) specify sets of

Language items to be covered in each year but leave the sequencing

of items within each set to the discretion of the teachers . . . this

laissez faire line is in sharp contrast to the tight control imposed by
the assessment scheme . . . This will naturally tend to focus the
teachers’ mind on techniques for getting his pupils through the
examination and the examinations being what they are at present,
this is wunlikely to promote effective language learning."”

(Widdowson, 1981:4)

"Laissez faire", may seem an inappropriate description of a
government authorised document produced for the express purpose of
intervention. However, little guidance is offered to teachers or material
writers regarding when to teach the syllabus’s linguistic content. As
Widdowson suggests, the 1982 Syllabus could be described as four
syllabuses, one for each of the four year levels in the secondary school.
For each year, the "Objectives of Teaching English" are stated, followed
by advice on how to achieve these objectives through teaching various
"items and skills". No recommendations are made regarding the
sequencing of items and skills to be covered within that academic year.

Neither is there a clear reflection of the progression of learning
across the academic year levels. Where possible, the 1982 Syllabus states
the objectives for each year in terms of length. For example, for Secondary
1, "The recommended maximum length of the reading comprehension
passage is about 400 words. This is intended as a general guide only, and

not as a requirement”; and "The recommended length of the free
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composition is between 200 to 250 words. This is intended as a general
guide only and not as a requirement" (Ministry of Education, Singapore,
1982:5). By Secondary 2, these recommendations have been extended to
600 and 250 words respectively.

However, progression of learning cannot be measured by length: a
short passage by Lawrence cannot be compared to a longer extract from
Enid Blyton. The 1982 Syllabus recognises this, and tries to reflect
progression in its sequence of objectives through statements like: "By the
end of Sec 2 (sic), the pupil should be able to do all the language tasks set
out for Sec 1 (sic) pupils (see page b) at a higher level of language use and
with longer texts" (ibid:20). However, a great deal depends upon having
realised an appropriate standard in Secondary 1. In the discussion of the
objectives for each year level little attention is paid to language beyond the
sentence level, so it is not easy to gauge an appropriate standard.

Listening and speaking outcomes are identified, too, though again,
progression is not clearly described. In Secondary 1, a pupil is expected

to . . understand announcements, short talks or passages read out to
him" (ibid:5). By Secondary 3, it is suggested the pupil should ". . .
understand talks that he listens to and passages read out to him" (ibid:32).

A language syllabus reflecting a coherent development of skills
which can "function as a retrospective record, a basis for the evaluation
of learning . . . . amenable to evaluation and adaptation" (Breen,
1987a:82), is extremely difficult to achieve. However, the 1982 Syllabus’s

task is compounded because its dominant objective is to prepare pupils for

examinations. Other learning objectives are sometimes in conflict with this
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overriding aim. Thus, the Secondary 4 objectives do not always build upon
the objectives for Secondary 1-3. For example, the procedures for the ‘O’
level Oral examination are suddenly introduced into the discussion of the
objectives for Aural-Oral English (Ministry of Education, Singapore,
1982:43-4). In an assessment driven system, there is little motivation to
attempt the difficult task of articulating a coherent development of
language learning relevant to learners’ needs when assessment modes are
already prescribed and clearly articulated.

It was also felt there was insufficient direction concerning how to
teach. Gefen felt there should be a more prescriptive approach to
methodology:

. . . the secondary school syllabus should be less tolerant
than it is regarding the freedom it gives to teachers to use
whichever method they wish. In this way they are officially allowed
to use noncommunicative teaching techniques!” (Gefen, 1982:14)

Goh, a specialist inspector with the Ministry of Education, evidently
agreed with this criticism, too:

" . ..although certain principles underlying teaching methods
are given, no particular approach for English teaching is
recommended to the teacher.” (Goh, 1991a:136)

Certainly, the 1982 Syllabus is concerned with content rather than
pedagogy. Nevertheless, it does make some statements about approaches

to teaching. In a brief section on "Teaching Approaches” it recommends:
" an integrative treatment of the different language

components and skills

a cumulative and spiral use of the individual language items

and skills taught

the need for continual consolidation and reinforcement

continual relation of language teaching to the needs of other

subjects and to everyday situations." (Ministry of Education,

Singapore, 1982:1-2)
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In addition, although the 1982 Syllabus states clearly, " . . . this
syllabus does not dictate any particular teaching strategy . . " (ibid:1),
some suggestions are made regarding methodology. For example, after
instructing the teacher to, "Teach interpreting a speaker’s attitude or mood
through an understanding of speech idioms", the syllabus suggests:

"Pupils can be given short dialogues to listen to and can be
questioned on the speaker’s attitude or mood as indicated by
speech idioms such as ‘not on your life’, ‘I've told you a million
times’." (ibid:21.)

However, classroom activities are not always suggested, and often

very general statements are made instead: "Revise the writing skills taught

in Sec 1 (sic) (see pages 10 & 11) but at a slightly higher level of language

use, and with longer paragraphs or texts" (ibid:23).
The absence of guidelines may have resulted in some fairly mundane
methodology. Considering manpower development requirements in

Singapore in 1991, Low et a/ were emphatic:
" education in terms of learning by rote in an

unstimulating environment must be replaced by something more

challenging, innovative and inspiring." (Low et a/, 1991:214)

A third area of concern, then, was that the syllabus was not
sufficiently specific about how to teach.

It was much more specific about what to teach, but this did not
endear it to its critics either:

"In essence, this approach follows a conventional
structuralist-behaviourist line which defines the learner’s task as the
gradual accumulation of a knowledge of language system by means
of structural practice.” (Widdowson, 1981:5)

And:

" . .. the Syllabus concentrates on grammar almost to the

exclusion of other language components (beyond some broad

remarks in the introduction);" (Gefen, 1982:13)
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Representatives of the Ministry of Education eventually agreed:
"The existing English syllabuses reflect the Singapore school
setting and expectations in the late 1970’s. They are structural
grammar-based syllabuses taking the view that grammar can be
taught systematically as a set of rules to be mastered and
transferred by the learner into proficient language use. While the
syllabuses took cognizance of the significant place of reading
comprehension and writing skills in the English programme, the
grammar sections of the syllabus tend to dominate and therefore be
given undue emphasis in English programmes in schools.” (Mok,
1987:148)
A reading of the syllabus document supports this criticism. In the
1982 Syllabus, the overview of what was to be taught in the English
language lessons at all levels in the secondary school is called "Outline of
Course Content"”. This title implies there is a finite body of knowledge
appropriate to all pupils. Teachers merely have to convey that body of
knowledge. It consists of five aural/oral skills; six reading skills; and four
writing skills. Concluding the outline of course content is a long list of
items, knowledge about which will help the pupil when "improving
expression" (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:3-4). There is a total
of 63 items on the list. 15 are concerned with vocabulary, spelling and
punctuation, the remaining 48 are related to grammar. Thus, the content
description is narrow in its definition, concentrating substantially on a
knowledge of the language, in particular its grammar.

Naturally, other aspects of language learning are neglected:

"Language syllabuses in Singapore have so far been based on
discrete points of grammar and not on the interaction between and

among sentences in a connected discourse or utterance. . . Rules
of grammar have been emphasised at the expense of rules of use."
(Lee, 1983:9)

To do justice to the 1982 Syllabus, some, albeit superficial,
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attention is paid to the cohesion and coherence of discourse. For example,
considering reading skills for Secondary 1 pupils, the syllabus states
"Pupils should be able to understand the use of words that help link ideas
in prose writing”. This is followed by a short passage and sample
guestions intended to draw pupils’ attention to the relevant words and
phrases which demonstrate the passage’s cohesion (Ministry of Education,
Singapore, 1982:8).

Nevertheless, Lee’s perception that language learning beyond the
sentence level is neglected is justified. Gefen felt that vocabulary
enrichment, extensive reading, speaking skills and listening comprehension
(Gefen, 1982:13 and 14) were neglected, too. His views were echoed by
a representative of the Ministry of Education:

"Another reason for revision is that some sections of the
syllabus are inadequate in reflecting the true importance of the skills
concerned. For example, the syllabuses tend to give insufficient
attention to listening and speaking skills and to the importance of
extensive reading in an English programme.” (Mok, 1987:148-9)
Again, the 1982 Syllabus reflects the truth of this statement. It has

seven specific aims: only two are related to listening and speaking.

Thus, a fourth criticism is that the 1982 Syllabus concentrated on
grammar to the detriment of other aspects of language learning.

A further area of concern is articulated by Gefen who complained
that pupils had far too much exposure to British literary English, and
suggested that other varieties be presented to them, including " . . . formal
and informal speech and informal writing . . ." (Gefen, 1982:14).
However, a syllabus dominated by assessment procedures which require

only a command of formal British English is unlikely to encourage a

80



consideration of other varieties of English. In consequence, the whole
concept of appropriacy is neglected.

This concentration on grammar and formal writing, using British
English as the standard, may have contributed to Foley’s criticism:

"If the English Language Syllabus in Singapore stressed
fluency rather than accuracy only, alternative approaches could be
taken to the teaching of English for those children who are clearly
fluent in English.” (Foley, 1988:63)

The implication here is that the 1982 Syllabus does not take
account of the wide variety of pupils’ linguistic backgrounds. The
heterogeneous situation in Singapore requires a broader interpretation of
English language teaching than the 1982 Syllabus was prepared to
encourage. Thus, a sixth area of concern is that the 1982 Syllabus does
not promote an approach to teaching which will exploit the linguistic
abilities of all pupils. Its concentration on accuracy within a limited range
of language experience means that teaching could adversely affect the
language development of pupils with a more fluent command of English.

Another area of concern was expressed by Widdowson, who felt an
English language syllabus should be written with greater reference to how
English was used in other areas of the school curriculum:

"...thereis a case for considering syllabus design in English
not as a self-contained exercise but one which needs to be keyed
in with the syllabus design of other subjects as an element in an
integrated curriculum for primary and secondary education.”
(Widdowson, 1981:9)

Foley's admittedly limited research in the late 1980s into the

teaching of writing in two upper primary and two lower secondary classes

led him to a similar conclusion. He found that all classes observed had
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opportunities to write for only a very restricted variety of purposes and
audiences; and that "to assist pupils to eliminate errors of usage, teachers
and textbooks stress controlled writing which moves from direct copying
to a more or less detailed outline for the pupil to follow" (Foley,
1991:276). Reflecting on the consequences of this, Foley points out that
though secondary school teachers of all content subjects may assume that
pupils entering the school will be able to use textbooks and other written
materials as a source of information, in practice this is unlikely. He calls for
more emphasis on the teaching of genre rather than "grammar, lexis and
discourse patterns (grammaticalised connectors)" (ibid:278) asencouraged
by the 1982 Syllabus, so that pupils will be "ready to learn the language
of the disciplines, the functional varieties or genres which frame the
discourse of subject areas in secondary, tertiary levels of education and
the world outside" (ibid:278).

The creation of a curriculum in which all syllabuses taught in English
are informed by the subject teachers’ awareness of their pupils’
development in that language, and in which the English language teachers
are aware of and enabled to respond to the language demands made by
other subject syllabuses may seem daunting. However, the circumstances
in which syllabuses are written and implemented in Singapore make it
more feasible than in other countries. For example, a number of the
syllabus writers interviewed believed the 1982 syllabus was revised
because:

"It was understood that after ten years, it was time to review

a syllabus anyway. There were other syllabuses being produced in
other subject areas, too, like maths." (Appendix Nv:491)

82



Since the New Education System was introduced in the early 1980s
as a result of the Goh Report, all syllabuses are expected to be reviewed
at about the same time. Thus, there could be a greater inter-dependence
between syllabuses than there is currently.

Another reason for change mentioned in the interviews and in the
request to the Curriculum Development Committee for permission to revise
the syllabus (Specialist Inspectors of English [SIELs] 7 and 9, 1987:2,
bibliography 3) was the need to incorporate all the developments since the
writing of the 1982 syllabus. For example, in 1984 the Normal level
examination, the equivalent of the old CSE in UK, was introduced. Pupils
preparing for this examination were placed in the Normal stream:

"There was a special syllabus for the Normal Stream, a
listening comprehension syllabus . . . a lot of ad hoc materials

existed as separate documents to be used in conjunction with the

syllabus. They all needed to be brought together." (Appendix
Nvi:496)

Not surprisingly, by 1987 the Ministry of Education, the originator
of these "ad hoc materials"”, was distancing itself from the 1982 Syllabus:
"The fact that the present syllabuses are out of step with the

firmly held views of Singapore language specialists on language

teaching gives a valid reason for considering revision." (Mok,
1987:148)

Mok, in 1987 a Deputy Director in the Ministry of Education’s
Curriculum Planning Division, is referring to the views reflected in English
language teaching projects then in operation in Singapore’s primary and
secondary schools. There were three projects, all begun since the
implementation of the 1982 Syllabus: Reading and English Acquisition

Programme (REAP) aimed at the pupils in the first three years of primary
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education; Active Communicative Teaching (ACT) aimed at pupils in the
final three years of the six year primary education programme; and the
Project to Assist Selected Schools in English Skills (PASSES) in which forty
secondary schools with low pass rates in the public examinations were
identified and then helped to develop a teaching programme which would
improve their candidates’ performance (Specialist Inspector of English
Language [SIEL] 5:1984). All three programmes emphasised pupil-centred,
activity-based, interactive and communicative approaches to the teaching
of English. These approaches were not emphasised in the 1982 Syllabus.
Ten areas of concern have been identified. Inevitably, overlap
prevents a clear division into concerns which may be of separate interest
to language planners, curriculum developers, teachers and Ministry of
Education officials, but the list below attempts to present them beginning
with the general and moving to the particular. The 1982 Syllabus:
i does not reflect the needs of Singaporean pupils or the
society in which they live; rather, it is assessment-driven
ii pays insufficient attention to the heterogeneous linguistic
backgrounds of the pupils; in particular, the more fluent
pupils may be penalised by an overriding concern for
accuracy
iil places too much emphasis on grammar so other important
areas of language teaching are neglected
iv encourages concentration on British literary English, thus
other varieties of English are not recognised and the concept

of appropriacy is not properly considered
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\Y; does not adequately relate the pupils’ acquisition of English
to their use of English across the whole curriculum
Vi does not articulate a coherent progression of language
learning, within or across academic levels: thus, there is
inadequate guidance on when to teach syllabus content; and
no rigorous basis for the evaluation of pupils’ learning, or of
the syllabus itself
Vii provides insufficient direction concerning how to teach
Viii does not reflect the views expressed in English language
teaching projects in operation in schools since 1984
iX does not incorporate the various developments in the
education system since its introduction
X has achieved its life expectancy
These areas of concern, then, provided considerable motivation for
syllabus revision, at least in the view of linguists who had occasion to look
at the syllabus, and language specialists in Singapore who had
implemented projects reflecting a broader interpretation of English
Language teaching.

3.1 Immediate Catalyst for Change

The immediate impetus for the revision of the 1982 Syllabus came
from the specialist inspectors in the Curriculum Planning Division of the
Ministry of Education. Two submitted a paper to the Curriculum
Development Committee to officially begin the process of syllabus revision
(SIELs 7 and 9, 1987). They were motivated to do so in part by the
perceived discrepancy between teaching projects in operation in schools
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since 1984 and the 1982 Syllabus. In May 1987 they consulted a meeting
of senior secondary school teachers:

"Every teacher of English (at the meeting) was given a
guestionnaire to complete and the contents have been received and
collated by the Syllabus Committee. The findings generally indicate
that a revision of the syllabuses is necessary to reflect more closely
the more interactive teaching/learning approaches presently
introduced in schools" (ibid:2)

The paper from which this quotation is taken, Revision of the

English Language Syllabuses (Primary and Secondary), is located in File

NO7-08-024 Review of Syllabuses, Vol. 2, (English Unit, 1981-1992).

Unfortunately, the file does not include the questionnaire, the number of
respondents, or the findings.

"(T)he more interactive teaching/learning approaches presently
introduced in schools” (SIELs 7 and 9, 1987:2) had been introduced in
only forty secondary schools through the PASSES programme. The
programme was evaluated only in terms of the participating schools’ ‘O’
level examination results (SIEL 5:1988). Teachers involved in the PASSES
programme were never asked whether they had adopted its methodology.
Even if they had, teachers in nearly one hundred other secondary schools
had no experience of the programme.

This is flimsy evidence on which to instigate wholesale syllabus
revision. The English Unit was running the risk of introducing a revised
syllabus which would "build on bedrock which is the sand of previously
unimplemented change" (Lewin, 1991b:19). They may simply have been

moving with the tide running in favour of communicative syllabuses.
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3.2 The 1982 Syllabus: A Structural Syllabus

The whole concept of a structural syllabus, and the methodology
which became associated with it, was under attack in the 1980s. To
inform this criticism of the 1982 Syllabus, a structural syllabus, some of
the strengths and weaknesses of such syllabuses will be reviewed.

The 1982 Syllabus could also be described as a Type A Syllabus
(White, 1988:44-45; White and Robinson, 1995:93-94), one which
focusses on content. It could be seen, too, as a synthetic syllabus, in
which "different parts of the language are taught separately and step by
step so that acquisition is a process of gradual accumulation of parts until
the whole structure of the language is built up . . . " (Wilkins, 1976:2,
quoted in Long and Crookes, 1992:28).

One of the major difficulties with such syllabuses is that linguists
disagree about what constitutes the most appropriate description of the
content, the target language. Nevertheless, there is long tradition of
linguistic analysis and description, descriptions with which many teachers
are familiar, perhaps first meeting them as pupils themselves. Thus, many
teachers are likely to judge the practicality and feasibility of other
approaches to syllabus design on the basis of their knowledge of the
structural syllabus.

Such comparisons may well place the structural syllabus in a
favourable light. It has been suggested that an analysis and description of
the target language provides a systematic framework upon which to
design a syllabus (Breen, 1987a:86). However, Gonzalez complains, and

the writers of the 1982 Syllabus can be heard applauding:
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"Sequence was a problem which was never really solved,
since after treating the basic functors of the language, there was no
really principled basis on which to sequence. Other than vague
guidelines such as frequency, degree of difficulty, functional load,
and prior knowledge specification of certain structures . . . there
was no real guide for sequencing.” (Gonzalez, 1987:92)

Second language research suggests that learners do not naturally
acquire language through learning items in a linear sequence, "but as parts
of complex mappings of groups of form function relationships" (Long and
Crookes,1992:31). However, a more rigorous basis for syllabus design,
taking into account how learners acquire language, awaits articulation.
Widdowson, for one, does not see such a development as feasible, not
least because such a syllabus would have to include learners’
interlanguage forms, clearly inappropriate in a syllabus designed to specify
what to include in a teaching programme (Widdowson,1987:76).

In a structural syllabus, the focus is on the teaching of isolated
linguistic items, often practised ad nauseam though discrete,
uncontextualisd exercises. This kind of practice, concerned as it is with
accuracy in artificial situations, is unlikely to lead to authentic language
use. Perhaps itis hoped that through learning and constantly practising the
rules of language, learners will be able to make the generalisations
necessary to apply those rules in other situations.

Clearly some learners have, as many Singaporeans with a native-like
proficiency in the language were taught this way. Equally clearly, many
learners have not found this a successful procedure. However, a classroom

which reflects the need for accuracy through learners’ completion of

exercises in which answers are either right or wrong is very comforting for
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a teacher. This is particularly true in a paternalistic society like
Singapore’s, in which exploration of alternatives is not always encouraged.

In a stereotypical lesson in the structural/behaviourist tradition,
teachers knew where they stood: at the front of the classroom in
command of the business of learning. Sadly, from this position, a number
of teachers did not take cognizance of the learners’ existing knowledge
and often denied learners the opportunity to direct their own learning
(White, 1988:44-45),

[t must be emphasised that this brief description of a structural
syllabus makes no allowance for the very varied interpretations it may
have received in the hands of Singaporean teachers and materials writers.
However, its theoretical base does not take account of available research.
Its content is limited to descriptions of the code of the target language,
though no one description is universally accepted and content is not easily
sequenced. Language items are often taught in isolation in linear
progression. Teaching is frequently characterised by teacher domination
of the classroom, which may limit the learners’ opportunities to contribute
to the lesson.

However, if the structural syllabus is to be abandoned, it will not be
easy to replace. The obvious alternative is a syllabus whose objective is
the achievement of communicative competence:

"At this stage, our theories of communicative competence
are abstract, speculative and fragmentary, but progress in this area
has nevertheless been real. We now know enough about the
schemata and processes which guide certain aspects of
communication to suspect that lists of target behaviours are

inadequate and possibly counter-productive either as ends
specifications or as the basis for programme and classroom
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implementation. What we do not have, unfortunately, is an
adequate descriptive account of the constructs of communicative
competence that could be used in place of such lists." (Johnson,
1989:5)

This would have been cold comfort to the 1991 Syllabus writers,
who completed their task in 1990.

3.3 Conclusion

Relating this discussion to the features desirable in a national
English language syllabus in Singapore (Chapter One:21-23), itis clear that
the majority of the features were not reflected in the 1982 Syllabus.

However, the syllabus did have some commendable features.
Teachers may have perceived one to have been its low profile. Each
school received only two copies of the syllabus, which were often kept in
a cupboard (Appendix Niv:486). Had they consulted it, many teachers may
have found it balanced between simplicity and complexity and to be
reasonably user friendly since it considered a description of language with
which they were likely to be familiar.

Teachers and pupils who were aware of the syllabus’s existence
may have felt it was informed by their moral concerns, values and ideals.
Its emphasis on grammar, accuracy and examinations reflects the views
of teachers and pupils expressed in the research (Chapter Two:41-43; 50-
53). This same emphasis would have endeared it to representatives of
institutes of further education, employees and parents, too. Employees
may have felt it met their needs and expectations since it was concerned
with accuracy (Chapter Two:56-58), and parents and institutes of further

education would have appreciated the emphasis on examinations. Thus,
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a number of stakeholders would have seen the 1982 syllabus as practical
and feasible.

Unfortunately, the perceptions of all these stakeholders can only be
the subject of speculation since their views have not been recorded.
Revision of the 1982 Syllabus was based very largely on the views of
linguists and Ministry of Education officials.

A further commendable feature was the coherent theoretical
framework - a classical humanist philosophy underpinning a structural,
grammar-based approach. The next chapter will consider whether this
theoretical framework informed the teaching materials generated by the

1982 Syllabus to reflect its view of English teaching.
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CHAPTER FOUR

1982 Svllabus: Teaching Materials Generated

4.0 The Curriculum Development Institute of Singapore

The Curriculum Development Institute of Singapore (CDIS) was

established by the Ministry of Education in 1980 to support the

introduction of the new syllabuses written as a result of the 1979 Goh

Report. In 1979, Dr. Goh himself invited Robert Morris and Gerald

Thompson to Singapore to meet Ministry of Education officials, visit

schools and observe teachers. One of the recommendations made in their

subsequent report was to provide teaching resources which would address

a perceived lack of teacher expertise:

And:

"By all accounts, and by our very limited observations, the
teaching is extremely didactic, permitting little by way of dialogue
between the teacher and the taught, whether at the low level of
questioning, which tests only factual recall, or at the higher level,
which provokes thought and inference. The teachers, we
understand, rely heavily on the textbooks, to which they gear what
they say and which they ask the children to memorise. The parents,
likewise, we are told, need the reassurance of seeing textbooks in
the home. Methods which evade the use of textbooks can be, and
have in the past been deeply disturbing to parents. . ." (Morris and
Thompson, 1979:6, bibliography 3)

"Teachers keep closely to the text book, and these books do
not help them probe deeply into the minds of the children and help
them to reason for themselves . . . Better books are required, and
other resources should be brought to bear. The Ministry itself
should take a hand in textbook and media production.” (ibid:12)

Thus, CDIS was established to support the introduction of new

syllabuses and to produce materials which would inspire confidence in

anxious parents and enable teachers to be less didactic.

CDIS intended to achieve this by using its own experts to:

" . . . plan, design, write and develop systematically the
curriculum instructional materials to match faithfully and creatively
the intended objectives, content and standards of each prescribed
syllabus." (Yeoh, 1984:5, unpublished)
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4.1 Course in Learning and Using Enqglish

Within the Curriculum Development Institute, the Department of
English Language and Social Studies is responsible for writing English
language teaching materials.In 1982, this department identified a team of
specialist writers and a project director to produce course materials for
secondary schools based on the 1982 English Language Syllabus.

The course materials are entitled Course in Learning and Using

English (CLUE). They consist of two series: one for Normal pupils, working

towards the ‘N’ level examination, roughly equivalent to the CSE
examination; and one for Express and Special pupils, working towards the
‘O’ level examination. Each series includes a teachers’ guide, pupils’
course book and workbook, and listening comprehension tapes for every
year level. In addition, there are video tapes, overhead transparencies,
picture-cue cards and role play cards. CLUE represented "a multi-media
approach towards material design” (Sandosham and Schoonbeck’,
1988:4, bibliography 3).
4.2 The 1982 Syllabus and CLUE: Aims and Principles

A clear rationale for the development of CLUE is provided by the
project director in personal communication. (See Figure 3, next page.)

The four aims here are similar to the four aims of the 1982 Syllabus.
It is likely that "to provide for training and practice in a wide range of
communicative language skills" is related to two of the 1982 Syllabus’s
aims: "to enable pupils to communicate clearly and effectively in both oral
and written forms"; and "to provide the necessary skills for functional

literacy" (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:1). Understandably, the

' Sandosham and Schoonbeck were, respectively, project director and
specialist writer of CLUE
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FIGURE 3
Rationale for CLUE

FRAMEWORK FOR COURSE IN LEARNING AND USING ENGLISH

LANGUAGE VIEW
The learner needs language for ‘real and purposeful communication’
AIMS

To provide for training and practice in a wide range of
communicative language skills

To reinforce and consolidate the skills and knowledge
acquired previously

To develop abilities to use English in other subjects in the
school curriculum

To develop and practice the necessary skills in preparation
for the GCE ‘N’ and ‘0’ level exams

DESIGN PRINCIPLES

Language skills should be fused

Language should be taught ‘above sentence level’
Language learning involves learners in interaction
Language learning requires practice, consolidation and
application

Language learning must be stimulating and interesting

METHODOLOGY
Activities Presentation Stimulus
Pair/Groupwork Print Materials
Discussion Practice AVA Materials
Project Work
Dramatisation Consolidation
Role Play
Debates Application
Games

Written Work

Source: Chan, 1987:12, unpublished
course book writers’ emphasis is on the means rather than the outcome,
but it is likely that both syllabus and course book writers would share the
hope that the "training and practice” would "enable pupils to communicate
clearly and effectively". It can also be assumed that the "communicative
language skills" would include the "necessary skills for functional literacy"
and take "oral and written forms".

The second aim identified by the project director is "to reinforce and
consolidate the skills and knowledge acquired previously". This is similar
to the syllabus’s aim "to consolidate and extend the knowledge and skills

of English that the pupils have learnt in their Primary school" (Ministry of
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Education, Singapore, 1982:1). The director’'s omission of "Primary
school” emphasises that a number of pupils acquire English informally, as
well as through the formal instruction delivered in the primary school.
Neither in this rationale nor in the introduction to any of the CLUE
publications, does the concept of "extend(ing) the knowledge and skills of
English” appear. It could be implied in the director’s fourth aim: "to
develop and practice the necessary skills in preparation for the GCE ‘N’
and ‘O’ level exams". If the writers interpreted the idea of "extend(ing) the
knowledge and skills of English"” to mean preparing pupils for their public
examinations, they were perhaps adhering more closely to the spirit of the
syllabus than if they had simply observed its aims.

The third aim is "to develop abilities to use English in other subjects
in the school curriculum”. The 1982 syllabus makes a similar statement:
"to provide pupils with the language proficiency that will enable them to
learn their content subjects” (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:1).
This is a very specific aim, suggesting that the features of written and
spoken discourse appropriate to, say, geography or general science, be
taught. Developing "abilities to use English in other subjects in the school
curriculum”, however, has wider implications:

"...the...aimin the syllabus which states ‘provide pupils
with the Ianguage proficiency that will enable them to learn their
content subjects’ was taken to include the teaching of study skills
such as note-taking, summarizing, creating suitable titles, using
tables of content and indexes, all of which were treated in the CLUE
materials. It also called for the inclusion of more higher-order
reading and thinking skills in the course, the treatment of which is
evident throughout the four levels, particularly the upper secondary
levels.” (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:23)

A comparison between the stated aims of the 1982 Syllabus and

the CLUE course books it generated, then, suggests that the latter place

a greater emphasis on generative, communicative skills. The aims of the
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CLUE materials, then, reflect a tension between a desire to provide pupils
with the English language skills necessary for everyday communication and
the need to train successful candidates for a traditional examination.

The writing team favoured the view that pupils should be provided
with the English language skills necessary for everyday communication:

"The main concept underlying the overall framework of the
materials is based on the view that the learner needs language for

‘real’ and ‘purposeful communication’. Hence, an overriding

principle in the design of the materials is that Language must be

taught in a meaningful context to be meaningful to the learner, and

to be able to generate further learning." (ibid: Appendix 4.1:3)

This view of English language teaching is reflected in the design
principles identified in Figure 3:94. Support for all these design principles
can be found in the 1982 Syllabus.

The first design principle states: "Language skills should be fused”.
The 1982 Syllabus suggests pupils " . . . work on projects of general
interest such as ‘The use and abuse of advertisements’. Such inquiry work
will allow a pupil to use and practise certain English skills. He will be
reading for information or comprehending and when he is writing down the
information, he will be note-making or summarising” (Ministry of
Education, Singapore, 1982:34).

"Language should be taught ‘above sentence level’" is the second
design principle. Though receiving only superficial consideration, this is
also recommended in the 1982 Syllabus: "Pupils should be able to
understand the use of words that help link ideas in prose writing" (ib/d:8).

A third design principle is "Language learning involves learners in
interaction”. The 1982 Syllabus suggests that to facilitate "carrying out a

conversation . . . pupils can team up in pairs or small groups to talk about

their hobbies, their likes and dislikes . . ." (ibid:7).
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"Language learning requires practice, consolidation and application”,
is another principle upon which the course book’s methodological
approach is based. A cumulative and spiral use of the individual language
items and skills taught together with continual consolidation and
reinforcement are recommended in the 1982 Syllabus (ibid:1).

The final principle is: "Language learning must be stimulating and
interesting”. It is more difficult to find this view stated in the syllabus, but
it is suggested that authentic materials be used because they may provide
interesting examples of grammar in use (ibid:2).

The rationale for the course books, then, can be found in a careful
reading of the syllabus. The fundamental difference is in the relative
emphasis placed upon learners’ needs. The syllabus suggests the learners’
overriding need is to pass the examination. However, the overriding
principle in the course books’ design is to provide learners with language
for "real and purposeful communication" (Figure 3:94). Thus, the course
books reflect and give greater emphasis to aspects of the syllabus which
highlight the need for "real and purposeful communication".

The course books, then, have not interpreted the "intended
objectives, contents and standards" (Yeoh, 1984:5) of the 1982 Syllabus
with absolute fidelity.

Sandosham and Schoonbeck justify the writing team’s creativity
rather than fidelity of interpretation in their final report on the materials:

"While the task of the team was to develop materials to fulfil
the requirements of the then ‘new’ syllabus, the latter in no way
restricted the team from manipulating the syllabus for example, by
expanding its goals and objectives or by placing greater emphasis
on neglected skills or new skills. . . while a syllabus may prescribe
what pupils must learn, or even advocate a set of principles for
teaching and learning, it permits scope for interpretation. This gives

the materials writer room for creativity and thus makes for
innovation." (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:22-23)
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Clearly, the writers regarded themselves as mediators rather than
delivery systems (Widdowson, 1993).

4.3 CLUE: Implied View of English Language Teaching

The writers produced a course which was regarded as quite radical:

"CLUE represents a new approach in so far as it reflects
modern linguistic and educational thinking (‘the communicative
approach’) as to the aims of Language Teaching while at the same
time continuing the Singapore tradition of stressing accuracy,
correct usage . . . " (Gefen quoted in Sandosham and Schoonbeck,
1988:Appendix 5.7:3)

The materials are presented in the form of a series of units of work.

The organisational focus of each unit is a topic, for example A Day in the

Life Of . . . (CDIS, 1983b, CLUE 1 Normal:Unit 3), and Presenting Yourself

(CDIS, 1986a, CLUE 4 Normal:Unit 2). The topics have been chosen and
interpreted so that they provide a context for the pupils to practise
communicative skills they need, or will need, to use. Thus, many of the
activities integrate reading, writing, listening and speaking skills. The
majority of units follow the same format: Listening Comprehension;
Language Use; Reading Comprehension; Vocabulary Expansion;
Punctuation/Spelling; Writing; Word List.

Within this organisational framework, teachers are encouraged to
help pupils achieve objectives expressed as communicative functions, for
example: ". . . give instructions on how something is done", and "explain
why an action is necessary" (CDIS, 1984a, CLUE 2 Express:Unit 13).
These objectives are achieved through activities emphasising accuracy, for
example reviewing the present simple tense through studying a dialogue
and completing a fill-in-the-blank exercise (CDIS, 1983b, CLUE 1 Normal,
Unit 1:1-2); and through activities which place a greater emphasis on

fluency, for example a group discussion on Teacher’s Day, based on the
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views of parents, a pupil, a teacher and a principal (CDIS, 1986a, CLUE
Normal 4, Unit 4:47-48).

It was anticipated that this bringing together of communicative and
structuralist based approaches to language teaching would be likely to
cause problems to a number of teachers. Certainly, the teacher
implementing the CLUE materials would have a far wider role than that of
an examination coach, the role most emphasised in the 1982 Syllabus.
Faithful implementation would require the teacher to be a guide, facilitator
and consultant. The teacher’s traditional, central and leading role would
need to be modified. Thus, a teacher’s guide was regarded as essential:

"It would be essential to have a Teacher's Guide to
accompany the materials largely because of the ‘newness’ of the
approaches and the methodology adopted and also because of the
possibility of untrained English Language teachers having to handle

the materials.” (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:6)

The teacher’s guides provide an insight into the role of the pupil:

"Be prepared for a lot of discussion in this exercise as
different cultures have different methods of cooking. Accept pupils’
answers as long as they can justify them. For example, some pupils
may argue that beef can be fried if it is minced, made into little balls
and coated in batter." (CDIS, 1986b, CLUE ‘O’ Level [4E/5N]

Teacher’'s Guide:63)

This advice suggests the CLUE writers see pupils as active
contributors to the lessons. Through oral interaction with peers and the
teacher, pupils will develop all aspects of their English language skills.

The view of English language teaching implied in the CLUE
materials, then, is more dynamic and interactive than is suggested in the
1982 Syllabus. Attention is paid to accuracy, and test papers are included
in all course books; but the need for pupils to achieve fluency in authentic

communicative situations is addressed, too. Thus, there is an attempt to

balance the requirements of the examination with the pupils’ need for
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communicative skills, though their control of these may not be examined.

The CLUE materials and the 1982 Syllabus, then, do differ in some
important ways. The philosophy on which the 1982 Syllabus is based is
classical humanist. A structuralist approach to English teaching is
envisaged, and there is an overriding concern with preparing candidates
for the examination. In contrast, the CLUE writers leaned more towards
progressivism. The CLUE materials place more importance on the
integration of listening, speaking, reading and writing, and on interactive
and contextualised teaching than is suggested by the syllabus. The
implications for the role of the teacher and the pupil, and the implied view
of English language teaching conveyed to the teachers, are different from
those reflected in the syllabus. Many teachers using CLUE would have had
to reconsider their whole approach to teaching English, which was now
expected to be more learner-centred.

4.4 Other Interpretations of the 1982 Syllabus:
Commercially Produced Course Books

If teachers did not like the view of English teaching presented in the
CLUE materials, commercially produced course books provided an
alternative. Publishers are required to apply to the Ministry of Education to
have their materials approved for sale to schools. Course books are
reviewed to determine whether they reflect the current syllabus. If they are
found to be appropriate, the books are published with a stamp stating they
have been approved by the Ministry of Education, and the titles appear in

an annual publication sent out to schools, the List of Approved

Textbooks/Instructional Materials for Secondary Schools.

In some quarters, this system was seen as prescriptive:

"In Singapore, the textbook is manufactured according to
certain specifications proposed by the Ministry of Education.
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Although there is an amount of flexibility in the size, shape, model,
colour and general appearance of the bodywork and interior, the
basic mechanical arrangement must conform to certain guidelines
before it is approved and granted the seal of roadworthiness. After
all, it is the Ministry of Education who knows the route and who
maps out the itinerary for students."” (Fry and Mercer, 1979:20-21)

Despite this tongue-in-cheek criticism of the Ministry of Education’s
top down approach to curriculum development, six course books were
approved for the period 1982-1991, in addition to the CLUE materials
(Education Services Division, 1984, 1985 and 1986; Curriculum Planning
Division 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990 and 1991a, bibliography 3).

At first sight, these books appear to reflect a variety of
interpretations of the 1982 Syllabus. A.R.B. Etherton’s series SCOPE was
recommended for use in schools from 1983 to 1992. Having stated that
the SCOPE books share the aims of the 1982 Syllabus, Etherton makes no

bones about his approach:

"In view of the attention which has been paid in recent years
to the communicative approach, it is as well to stress the point that
there can be no effective communication without an adequate
language base. . . . A major aim of this series is thus to provide
materials which enable pupils to understand English and then to use
the language accurately and effectively." (Etherton, 1982a:iii)

And:

"A completely integrated approach is not practical. Articles,
adjectives, adverbs and connectives do not occur in one passage or
situation to the exclusion of all others. Problems of agreement and
the correct use of tenses arise in almost every English lesson. It
thus seems wise to supplement the language work in content
chapters by providing a REFERENCE AND REVIEW section . . .
Pupils may not always find this type of work interesting. In a sense,
that is not a crucial issue. Children come to school to learn and to
make progress rather than to be entertained." (ibid:iv-v)

Etherton’s interpretation, which sees grammatical knowledge as the
real organisational focus of the English course and pupil interest as largely
irrelevant, appears to be in sharp contrast to the interpretation reflected in

New Expressway English, recommended in 1989. In the introduction to

this series, the authors state:
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"The books have been planned with the Singapore education
system in mind, taking into account the primary and secondary
syllabuses and the cultural backgrounds and interests of the
students. The requirements of the GCE ‘O’ Level examination have
been carefully considered. The English Language syllabus for the
Express course, issued by the Ministry of Education, has been
followed, and a basic aim of the series has been to provide ‘an
integrative treatment of the different language components and
skills’." (Davis and Watts, 1988a:iv)

The last statement is taken from page 1 of the 1982 Syllabus.
Certainly, the authors have tried to use a topic as an organisational focus
for each chapter of their books, though not always successfully as the

example below will illustrate. The integration of language skills, however,

is less clear. In New Expressway English 1 (Davis and Watts 1988a), the

last 102 of a total of 302 pages are devoted to a Grammar Reference. This

differs from Etherton’s Reference and Review section only in terms of

organisation. Etherton categorises his exercises according to "parts of
speech”. Davis and Watts provide grammar exercises to supplement each
chapter of the book. The exercises, though, are not related to the topic
content of the chapters, and do not provide practice in the language skills
required by the activities suggested in the relevant chapter.

For example, Chapter 10 of New Expressway English 1 is organised

around the topic of Parents, and the Grammar Reference suggests the
pupils consider question tags. This could be related in terms of topic, but
is not. Instead, pupils are asked to:

"Fill in the gaps in the following conversation with the appropriate
question tags.

Enlai: Your name is ?

Rudy: Yes. Yours isn’t Andy, ?

Enlai: No, itisn’t. It's Enlai. You’ve been taking your exams, ___ ?
Rudy: Yes, | have. But you haven’t taken yours yet, ___ ?

Enlai: No, | haven’t. You don’t come from Singapore, ____?

Rudy: No, | don’t. | come from Jakarta."
(Davis and Watts, 1988a:220)
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Little attention seems to have been paid here to student interest or
the use of authentic materials to provide interesting examples of grammar
in use (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:2). Chapter 10 asks pupils
to: discuss a father’s duties; complete written and oral comprehension
activities based on two written passages, respectively about a father and
a mother; complete a listening comprehension activity based on the
sequence of events in a performance by Houdini; present a group reading
of a poem about a father; and write a prose description of a person,
paying particular attention to how the description is organised. The use of
question tags seems to be of less importance to the pupils here than, for
example, the identification of the features which contribute to a text’s
cohesiveness. This is not considered in Chapter 10. However, a
description of a performance by Houdini is included. This is hard to justify
in a chapter entitled Parents, and reflects the rather uncertain use of a
topic as the organisational focus for each chapter’s activities.

Despite the stated differences in approach, then, it is possible that

teachers using SCOPE and teachers using New Expressway English were

teaching very similar English lessons. However, at least one author of a
Ministry of Education approved course book hoped that his materials
would be used to support a less grammar focussed, more integrated
communicative approach to teaching English. Kirkpatrick, one of the
authors of the Interlink course books approved from 1984 to 1988, poses
the question: "To what extent can Communicative Language Teaching
‘work’ with a Grammar Based Syllabus?" (Kirkpatrick, 1985:174), and
answers "quite happily" (ibid:190). He argues that "communicative
language teaching is suited to many kinds of syllabuses" (ibid:181),
though not everyone would agree with him (Widdowson, 1981).
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Kirkpatrick et a/ have given some thought to the development of a
course book which, whilst not always well integrated, does try to reinforce
the teaching of the language content it introduces. There is an attempt to
connect the grammar section in the units of work in Interlink to the general

topic and suggested writing. For example, in the unit Another Assignment

for 707 (Kirkpatrick et a/, 1982b:97-111) the grammar section requires
pupils to use reported speech to re-write a paragraph from Smiley’s
People. Reported speech is required again in the writing skills section in
which pupils are asked to prepare a police statement.

How teachers exploited these approved course books, though, can
only be the subject of speculation. No research has been directly
conducted into what teachers actually did with the materials. However, a
paper written by members of the English Unit in the Ministry of
Education’s Curriculum Planning Division gives one reason for revising the
1982 English Language Syllabus:

. many teachers tend to compartmentalise their EL
teaching, dealing with grammar, composition, reading
comprehension and aural/oral work in separate lessons, without
integrating the various language skills." (SIELs 7 and 9, 1987:1)
Evidence for such a statement may have come from the reports on

school appraisals conducted by the Ministry of Education in the 1980s.

4.5 Conclusion
The Ministry of Education, then, ensured there was a strong degree

of alignment between the 1982 Syllabus and the teaching materials it

generated. The teaching of grammar, in particular, was given a high profile
in the course books. There was considerable variation in the interpretation

of the syllabus’s plea for an "integrative treatment of the different

language components and skills" (Ministry of Education, Singapore,
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1982:1), perhaps reflecting the lack of direction regarding methodology.
Nevertheless, the 1982 Syllabus did generate teaching materials in
alignment with its principles, thus demonstrating one of the features
necessary to successful syllabus implementation.

To some extent, this alignment of syllabus and course books could
be accounted for by the clear direction provided by the public
examinations. The writers of the syllabus and both the commercial and
Ministry of Education teaching materials all shared one goal: to prepare the
pupils to be good examination candidates. Despite Kirkpatrick’s claim to
a degree of independence in interpreting the syllabus, the preface to the
Interlink series states:

"The first two books concentrate on reinforcing and then
extending the students’ English. They provide a platform for the
second two books which prepare students for the Singapore G.C.E.
(Cambridge) examination.”

(Kirkpatrick, Saravanan, Kirkpatrick and Fry, 1983a:iii)

Regardless of how they interpret the syllabus, materials must be
seen to contribute towards pupils’ success in the public examinations.

It has been suggested (Chapter Two:41-43) that most teachers, too,
see their major role to be preparing their pupils for examinations. It is
appropriate, then, to look at the requirements of the ‘O’ and ‘N’ level

English language examinations and consider their relationship to the 1982

Syllabus.
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CHAPTER FIVE

1982 Syllabus: Assessment Modes

5.0 Examination Backwash

The assessment mode which dominates and informs all other
English language assessment procedures is the GCE ‘O’ level examination,
set by the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES).
It is a high stakes examination, and other modes of assessment used in
Singapore need to be considered in relation to it.

The concept of examination backwash has not been clearly defined
and insufficient research has been conducted into the real effect of
examinations (Alderson and Wall, 1993; Wall and Alderson, 1993).
Nevertheless, in Singapore, where the rewards for examination success
are great (Lee, 1991), the backwash effect is likely to be correspondingly
great. Indeed, it has been argued that the 1982 Syllabus is a feature of the
backwash from the introduction of the 1981 revised GCE ‘O’ level
examination (Chapter Three:73-74). This discussion will consider the
backwash effect of the GCE ‘O’ and ‘N’ level examinations on school-
based formal assessment, and the alignment between the national and
local assessment procedures and the 1982 Syllabus.

5.1 GCE ‘O’ Level Examination

The ‘O’ level examination is taken after four years of secondary
education. Assessment is summative and based entirely on candidates’
examination performance. The examination was revised for the 1981
candidature, removing multiple choice questions. The revised examination
consisted of an oral paper, divided into three sections, and two written

papers, one of which was divided into two parts.
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Assessment of Aural/Oral Skills

The oral paper, setin England and conducted in Singapore, is worth
about 17% of the marks (Examinations and Assessment Branch [EAB],
1991:1, bibliography 3).

In 1981, candidates were required to read aloud, answer
comprehension questions on the reading, and then converse with the
examiner on a topic he or she provided. Typically, even as late as 1990,
candidates were asked to read passages like this:

"No one who has witnessed the seemingly effortless soaring
of an albatross, the miraculous hovering of a humming-bird or the
swift, erratic flight of a swallow can fail to be impressed by the
bird’s mastery of the air. But the apparent ease with which a bird
flies conceals the enormous complexities and skills involved, as Man
has discovered when he has tried to copy Nature." (UCLES,
International Examinations, 1990c, Oral English Test 1, Day 1)
There are five more paragraphs of similar length comparing the

aerodynamics of birds and aeroplanes, and discussing the evolution of
birds. Candidates may be awarded up to ten marks for pronunciation and
articulation, and up to ten marks for fluency and rhythm.

The questions based on this passage are:

" 2 (a) How did Man discover that a bird’s flight is not as

simple as it looks? [1]

2 (b) What problem is common to all fliers? [2]
2 (c) Explain in what way Man's flight is different from that

of birds. [3]
2 (d) Give any two ways in which nature has enabled birds
to be so light. [2]

2 (e) What was the primary purpose of feathers? Name one
other use not connected with flight. [2]" (ibid)

Candidates may use the words in the passage in their answers. The
mark scheme is clear, the whole section carrying a maximum of ten marks.
Conversation topics set for the same day were:

1 How do you expect your life to change in the 1990s?
2 Talk about a person you have always liked
3 How do foreign visitors affect life in Singapore?" (ibid)
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The examiner selected a topic from this list. Up to ten marks could
be awarded for the fluency and content of a candidate’s conversation.

This assessment procedure, contributing such a small percentage of
the total marks, can only be a token gesture to the idea that listening and
speaking are significant aspects of language learning.

A quarter of the marks are for reading comprehension. Conspicuous
by its absence is any attempt to assess listening comprehension other than
incidentally through the conversation. As many examiners were unclear
about their role in the conversation, a number of candidates may not have
exercised listening comprehension skills here either, as they may have
been required to give a monologue (Gilfillan, 1991). This reflects the
criticism that the syllabus neglects important areas of language learning.

The reading aloud and comprehension sections use academic texts
of considerable linguistic complexity which are heavily loaded with
information, perhaps because of the necessity to base comprehension
questions on them. The traditional procedure for testing reading
comprehension has been made more difficult by requiring the candidate to
read aloud a passage on a subject and in a style and register almost
certain to be, and to remain, unfamiliar.

The division between fluency and accuracy when assessing the
reading aloud section is artificial and may cause examiners difficulties: for
example, is unusual pronunciation the result of an inability to reproduce
the rhythms of the language, or should it be penalised in the pronunciation
category? A candidate could be penalised twice.

The assessment of oral skills, then, reflects the criticisms of the
1982 Syllabus. Gefen (1982:14) complained about the limited varieties of
English presented to pupils, and concern was expressed that the more

108



fluent speakers would be penalised. However, the syllabus does aim, "to
enable pupils to communicate clearly and effectively in both oral and
written forms" (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:1). It intends that
pupils should develop the ability to understand the English of everyday
situations, and to understand and use the common speech conventions of
social English (ibid:3). It recommends the role playing of authentic
situations (/bid:33). Nevertheless, a candidate could achieve good marks
in the oral examination without demonstrating the ability to communicate
clearly and effectively. Not all syllabus aims are examinable, but there
could be much greater alignment here between the aims of the syllabus
and the mode of assessment.
Assessment of Reading Skills
These are assessed in ninety minutes in Paper Two. This is the
second of two written papers, each worth approximately 41.5%, though
initially marked out of fifty. The mark scheme is clearly shown on the
paper. Questions testing literal and inferential comprehension account for
twenty five marks. Five more marks are specifically for defining five
words. The remaining twenty marks are for a summary. Five of these are
awarded for expression, though the candidate is not penalised for copying
relevant extracts from the text to answer the summary. To answer five of
the summary questions set since 1981, candidates were required to write
from a prescribed perspective, perhaps that of one of the characters in the
passage. In the remaining ten passages, candidates were referred to a
section of the passage and required to summarise the information.
Since 1981, topics have included the following:
Travellers’ discovery of an oasis after days travelling through
the Gobi Desert

Bannister breaking the four minute mile
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Man’s evolution from hunter gatherer to farmer

Crossing a swollen mountain stream

Looting of the tombs near Qurneh

An incident whilst travelling across Ecuador in an old Austin
Meeting with pirates in the South China Sea

A comparison between the hunting and photography of tigers
Moving cattle through Europe, probably in early medieval
times

The contribution of the domestication of wild animals to
man’s evolution

The destruction of forests in Brazil

Bernard Levin’s response to a visit to Easter Island

A ferryboat’s collision with a quay

A season, in Argentina, in which giant thistles grew
unusually well

. Problems associated with tourism

(UCLES International Examinations, 1981-1995)

There has clearly been an effort to make the content of these
passages international. With some exceptions, in particular moving cattle
through Europe, there has also been a commendable attempt to make the
passages interesting. However, the type of text will be unfamiliar to most
candidates. It does not reflect the kind of reading the candidate is likely to
have to undertaken in other curriculum areas, with the possible exception
of literature. One reason is the perspective from which many of the texts
have been written. Of the fifteen topics identified, eight are written in the
first person, two are dominantly narrative, and five are academic texts.

It is unlikely that the candidates would read for pleasure texts which
demand as much from the reader as these examination passages. A 1993

survey, commissioned by the National Library of Singapore, found that

90% of the teenage respondents read fiction:

"The more popular fiction read was horror, adventure,
thrillers, Singapore stories, romance, science fiction, Asian stories
and family stories." (Ngian, 1994:15)
Sophisticated reading comprehension skills may not be required by
this reading for enjoyment. However, the account below of an attempt to

cross a swollen stream in the Ruo Gorge, perhaps one of the most exciting
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narrative passages, demands a lot from candidates. To understand the
following sequence of events, they have to re-create a detailed description
of an unfamiliar geographical setting:

"I think (the rope) would have continued to hold if the angle
and the violent impact of the water on the body had not now with
incredible speed whipped Vance along the sharp edge of the rocks,
swung him from the far side towards our bank and chafed the rope
badly in the process. It still held for a second or two. We worked
our way along it towards him - were within two meters of him -
when the rope snapped.” (UCLES, International Examinations,
English Language Paper 2, 1984:3)

This is the conclusion of the passage. The vital point, implied once
about five hundred words earlier, is that Vance is likely to be swept into
the Ruo Gorge and killed. The accumulation of detail and the necessity to
refer back and forth across the text make this a complex passage.

To prepare candidates to tackle such texts, teachers will need to
help pupils develop five of the six reading skills identified in the syllabus:

" . Ability to recognise the central idea or theme of a text

. Ability to follow the sequence of events in a text

. Ability to understand explicitly stated information

. Ability to infer information that is indirectly stated
. Ability to understand the meaning of words and phrases in

context”.

(Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:3)

However, the context in which all these abilities are to be developed
are passages which may have little relevance to many candidates, and
with which they may have familiarised themselves only by answering past
examination papers.

The sixth reading skill identified by the syllabus is the "ability to
understand information which is presented partly in non-verbal forms, such
as diagrams, charts, tables, etc." (ibid). This has never been examined in

Paper 2, but a map (UCLES International Examinations, 1981, English

Language Paper 1:2) and a series of pictures (UCLES International
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Examinations, 1989, English Language Paper 1:2) have been used as
stimulus for Part 2 of Paper 1. They required a very elementary level of
interpretation.

The syllabus has two reading aims:

. to understand and interpret the contents of written texts
which include narrative, descriptive and expository prose,
instructions and printed forms
. to read for pleasure.” (ibid:1)

It is difficult to examine the second aim, but it is possible to assess
the understanding and interpretation of instructions and printed forms.

Nevertheless, there is a reasonable degree of fit between the
examination and the syllabus. Inevitably, then, both demonstrate the same
shortcomings: they do notreflect the needs of Singaporean students in the
society in which they live; and pupils’ acquisition of language is not
adequately related to their use of English across the curriculum.
Assessment of Writing Skills

These are also assessed in ninety minutes, through Paper One which
carries approximately 41.5%. Paper One is divided into two parts. The first
part, accounting for two thirds of the marks, tests candidates’ abilities to
write personal and/or imaginative narrative, description, exposition or

argument. Typically, in 1981, candidates were given the following titles

and required to respond to one:

" 1 My class at school and two or three of its interesting
characters
2 Write an original story based on:

Either (a) The delivery at the school canteen of a large
container, the contents of which had been wrongly
labelled
Or (b) A doctor who seriously neglected his patients
(N.B. YOU MUST NOT REPEAT A STORY WHICH YOU
HAVE ENCOUNTERED ELSEWHERE)

3 Young people often complain that they have too little
to do in their spare time. What is your view?
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4 Describe Either (a) A busy city street
Or (b) A village scene

5 What effect has the "energy crisis" had on daily life in
your area? What steps should be taken, or are being
taken, to deal with it?"

(UCLES, International Examinations, English Language Paper

1, 1981:1)

The second part examines the candidates’ ability to use and expand
on given information to create a coherent account, sometimes in the form
of a letter or report. For example, the November 1982 paper required
candidates to write a report to their school principal stating what they
knew about an explosion in the chemistry laboratory. They were provided
with written details about the circumstances surrounding the explosion. As
we have seen (this chapter:111-112), in the period 1981-1995 the
information was provided twice in pictorial form.

The assessment criteria have never been explicitly stated. Much of
what is known about them was obtained through a biennial exercise in
which the Ministry of Education invites teachers to direct questions to
officers in UCLES who respond in writing. These responses are compiled
into a report. Thus, itis known that Part One carries twice as many marks
as Part Two (Ministry of Education, Republic of Singapore and UCLES,
1990:12); and that writing in a style appropriate to the audience is
rewarded in Part 2, whereas using the correct format is, in terms of marks,
less important (Ministry of Education, Republic of Singapore and UCLES,
1988:3 and 1990:10).

Quite apart from the enormous secrecy surrounding the assessment
criteria, which encourages teachers’ insecurity, many criticisms could be
made of this assessment mode. For example: it provides the candidate
with very little support; it encourages rapid, shallow responses, probably

based on model answers "encountered elsewhere"; and it examines only
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a limited range of writing skills. Pollitt, working with UCLES’s research
division, pointed out in a 1995 lecture that at least four or five tasks are
needed to assess a candidate’s ability in writing. He suggests that
traditional writing tasks like "Write about a happy day in your life" (typical
of those set by UCLES for Singaporean candidates) only enable an
examiner to make general descriptive statements of candidates’
grammatical ability, not their ability as writers in a particular genre.

Already limited opportunities to display and be rewarded for ability
in writing are further reduced by teachers who almost exclusively prepare
candidates to write narrative and descriptive essays. UCLES’ examiners’
reports reflect this. In 1992, only 15% of the candidates responded to
invitations to discuss or reflect on an issue (UCLES, International
Examinations, 1993a:9).

In addition, the assessment mode does not reflect at least one of
the aims of the syllabus: "to improve pupils’ ability to write clearly and
relevantly for specific social and vocational purposes” (Ministry of
Education, Singapore, 1982:1).

However, these examination papers do assess the four "writing
skills" the syllabus identifies:

Ability to write relevantly

Ability to provide adequate subject matter

Ability to organise material logically

Ability to use language correctly, appropriately and
effectively." (ibid:3)

Thus, again, there is a fairly high level of agreement between the
intentions of the syllabus and the abilities examined. Inevitably, then, the
criticisms of the syllabus can also be levelled at the assessment mode: it
does not reflect the needs of the pupils or the society in which they live;

it does not reflect the pupils’ use of English across the whole curriculum.
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“Improving Expression”

Under this heading, the 1982 Syllabus identifies 63 items,
knowledge about which will assist the pupils to improve their expression.
Apart from vocabulary, these are not directly assessed in the ‘O’ level
English language examination. Obviously, though, a command of the
grammar items identified will contribute to a candidate’s total examination
performance. Since the syllabus recommends "an integrative treatment of
the different language components and skills" (Ministry of Education,
Singapore, 1982:1), there is no discrepancy between the approach
recommended by the syllabus and that adopted by the assessment mode.

5.2 GCE ‘O’ Level Examination: Implied View of English Teaching

Generally, this is not an inspiring one. The best preparation for the
oral examination is to read aloud passages from an encyclopedia, and
respond orally to literal comprehension questions based on them which
require the use of vocabulary from the passage. Pronunciation work in the
language laboratory might help. The conversation section might encourage
some classroom discussion, but fluency may take second place to
accuracy. Listening is not specifically tested, so may be neglected. This
is unfortunate. The ability to listen well will be vital whether the candidate
goes on to work, to further education or begins National Service.

The reading comprehension paper requires familiarity with texts
which the pupil is unlikely to have been exposed to if he or she were not
preparing for this examination. This in itself is not a criticism, but the fact
that pupils are unlikely to be exposed to it again, except perhaps in
sophisticated leisure reading, divorces the examination and the teaching
leading up to it from reality. Little is acquired that will support learning in
other subjects. Teaching, then, may be based on passages from old
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papers, and will emphasise vocabulary and summary writing skills.

Preparation for the writing paper is likely to concentrate on narrative
and descriptive writing; and pupils will be helped to write reports and
newspaper articles since, so far, Part Two has always required one or the
other of these types of writing. There is greater scope for both pupil and
teacher enjoyment here, perhaps by introducing good short stories to the
pupils; and concepts of appropriacy of style and register can be discussed,
as well as the sequencing and development of given information.

However, there is evidence to suggest that the examination dictates
not only what the pupils are taught to write, but also the way in which
they are taught. Goh conducted research into the teaching of composition
skills in upper secondary classes in Singapore. His conclusions, contrary
to those of Wall and Anderson (1993), suggest that negative backwash
from the examinations greatly influenced methodology:
"Another clearly noticeable feature of current practice is that
teaching is extremely examination-oriented. Most teachers insist
that students’ compositions should be started and completed within
the specified periods allocated for writing, to provide students with
the necessary training to write within a time limit. Because this
adherence to a time constraint seems to be the overriding concern
of teachers, most students regard writing as a solitary activity and
the composition period as a time for testing how well they can write
on a given topic, with their teachers acting as assessors and
audience for their written product.” (Goh, 1986:229, unpublished)
So, in a two year course, some pupils will practise rather than
develop a narrow range of writing skills. For most pupils, only the skills
required by Part Two will be of value after the examination.

What is learnt, then, may be of limited use beyond the examination,
and teaching will be based on texts that may have little relevance to the

pupils’ lives. This will contribute to a situation in which all that matters in

the English lesson is gaining the kind of mastery of language which
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ensures passing the ‘O’ level examination.

The examiners’ reports suggest they recognise candidates are
efficiently trained to deal with the examination rather than the language:

"In general, one suspects that candidates have too often
been taught to concentrate on Q.4 (the summary question) at the
expense of attention to the other questions. Techniques for
summarising are more easily taught and learned than those - not
nearly so well defined - that are appropriate to the other questions.”
(UCLES, International Examinations, 1991a:11)

The reports also suggest examiners try to overcome the negative
backwash effect of teachers ‘teaching to the test’ by surprising the
candidates. Examiners reporting on the 1993 examination said:

"The summary proved difficult, since the material required
was of three kinds and for once it had to be selected and pieced
together from places scattered through almost the whole text."
(UCLES, International Examinations, 1994a:63)

It seems examinations are modified in response to previous
candidates’ performance rather than the principles of a syllabus.

Some interesting work could be done in preparation for the writing
paper, but the limitations of this examination are its most striking feature.
It will strait-jacket the teacher, and provide pupils with few opportunities

to use language which is relevant and appropriate to their needs.

5.3 GCE ‘N’ Level Examination

This examination, also set by UCLES, is of equivalent standing to
the CSE examinations. ‘N’ level examinations were introduced for all
subjects in 1984 in response to the needs of those pupils regarded as less
academically able. Prior to 1981, these pupils had not had the opportunity
of attending secondary school. The introduction of the ‘N’ level English
language examination required the writing of listening comprehension
guidelines (English Unit, 1987) and an additional English language syllabus
(Ministry of Education, 1983), so this examination was not directly
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influenced by the 1982 Syllabus.

It consists of four papers. Paper 1 requires candidates to write a
personal and/orimaginative narrative, description, discussion or argument,
and a letter. This paper is very similar to Paper 1 of the ‘O’ level
examination, except that the audience and purpose of the letter is very
clearly defined. Paper 2, however, represents a considerable departure
from the ‘O’ level examination. In contrast to a comprehension and
summary based on one passage, the contents of which are likely to be
outside the experience of the candidates, ‘N’ level candidates are required
to complete: exercises on unifying sentences; a fill-in-the-blanks exercise,
testing form and meaning; a comprehension based on a text, and
sometimes a table, which considers information related to candidates’
experience, for example the management of industrial expansion in
Singapore (UCLES in Collaboration with the Ministry of Education,
Singapore, Normal Level English Language, Paper 2, 1984:4); a
questionnaire, sometimes based on the information in the previous
passage; and a second comprehension and a summary based on a passage
of descriptive and/or narrative writing.

The testing of oral skills reflects the greater importance accorded to
these skills. In the ‘N’ level examination, listening is directly assessed.
Paper 3 is a listening comprehension paper, comprising multiple choice
guestions on four passages: a news report, a conversation, a dialogue and
a narrative. There is also an oral examination requiring the candidate to
read aloud and to discuss a topic identified in the examination. There are
no reading comprehension questions.

Clearly, although this examination was notdirectly influenced by the
1982 Syllabus, it more appropriately reflects two of its aims:
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. to provide the necessary skills for functional literacy

. to enable pupils to communicate clearly and effectively in
both oral and written forms."

(Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:1)

It is also likely to contribute to classroom situations which will fulfil
the following objectives of the 1982 Syllabus:

. to enable pupils to comprehend and communicate in English
as used in the classroom and in real-life situations they are
likely to face

. to understand and interpret the contents of written texts
which include narrative, descriptive and expository prose,
instructions and printed forms

. to improve pupils’ ability to write clearly and relevantly for
specific social and vocational purposes.” (/bid)

Thus, the ‘N’ level examination encourages teaching based on
authentic situations and materials. A candidate preparing for this
examination will have more opportunities than an ‘O’ level candidate to
use language appropriate to his/her needs. It is a pity, therefore, that only
approximately 25% (between 12,000 and 13,000) of the total number of
candidates entering for public examinations after four years in secondary
school register for this examination (Ministry of Education, 1994:37).

As we will see, the introduction of this examination had very little

effect on the Assessment Guidelines for lower secondary teachers.

5.4 1982 Svllabus: Lower Secondary Assessment Guidelines

Having looked at the requirements of the public examinations, it is
possible to trace their backwash effect into the lower secondary classes.

This is demonstrated in the Assessment Guidelines (Central Testing

Branch, 1985), sent to all secondary schools in 1985. Their purpose was
to assist teachers of lower secondary English classes to set the semestral
examinations. The concentration was entirely on summative assessment.

A consideration of the similarities and differences between the 1982

Syllabus, the Assessment Guidelines and the ‘O’ level English examination
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will give some idea of the continuity and coherence of teaching
programmes likely to be derived from these documents.

Assessment Guidelines: Objectives

The Assessment Guidelines state their objectives clearly:

" To assess the learner’s oral and written competence as
expressed in his performance in the following areas:
(i) Grammar and Usage
(ii) Comprehension
(i) Essay/letter writing
(iv)  Oral/Aural English"

(Central Testing Service Branch, 1985:1)

The 1982 Syllabus’s "Improving Expression"” section, then, has
become "Grammar and Usage"; "Writing Skills" have been reduced to
"Essay/Letter writing"; and "Reading Skills" have become
"Comprehension". Such a limited interpretation of an already narrow
syllabus ensures that the assessment mode will provide candidates with
few opportunities to display their ability to use the language. If a
teacher pays more attention to the examination requirements than the
syllabus, and research suggests this may happen (Tickoo, 1986), then
pupils’ learning opportunities will be reduced. The Assessment
Guidelines also recommend that lower secondary pupils sit for two
ninety minute written examinations and an oral examination, as if they
were ‘O’ level candidates. A time frame appropriate for upper secondary
pupils may be tiring for lower secondary pupils.

The objectives also suggest that the principle of integration, as
recommended in the 1982 Syllabus, will be undermined as grammar and
usage are to be examined separately. Such testing need not interfere
with the coherence of a programme which will need to teach accuracy.
It is the possibility that teaching will concentrate on accuracy at the
expense of fluency that is of concern here.
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Thus, the objectives imply that the Assessment Guidelines will

reflect a limited and perhaps distorted view of the objectives of the
1982 Syllabus. However, except for the discrete testing of grammar
and usage, both the objectives and the format of the examinations are
similar to those of the ‘O’ level examination.

Assessment Guidelines: Essay/letter writing

The table of specifications included in the Assessment Guidelines

recommends a format for the examinations. Paper One, Section A, will
require candidates to respond to one of three or four essay titles:

"Narrative and descriptive essay topics should be set for
Sec 1 & 2 but the range could include expository and/or
argumentative types." (Central Testing Service Branch, 1985:5)

The recommended length of such essays is 200-250 words for
Secondary 1 pupils, and 250-300 for Secondary 2 pupils. This is for
25% of the mark allocation.

This led to schools setting papers like the following:’

"Write a composition on ONE of the following topics. Your
composition should be between 250-300 words. You should not
spend more than one hour on this section.

A Town Centre in Singapore

An Exciting Event in my Life

A Day at Orchard Road

Write a composition with the following ending:

. ... | hope | would not have to go through the same
experience again (sic)"

(School A, 1991¢, Final Examination, English Language
Paper 1, Secondary Two Express)

PWON-=

If this is typical of the writing pupils completed in the two years
preparation for this examination, neither pupils nor teachers could have
felt challenged or excited by the prospect of a writing lesson.

The Assessment Guidelines were interpreted more broadly, too:

' See Appendix B:448-449 for letter requesting schools to submit
examination papers, and Bibliography 8:433-440 for list of papers received
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"You are advised to spend about 60 minutes on this part of the
paper. Write a composition on ONE of the following topics. Your
composition should be between 200-250 words.

1

O WN

‘It was the school holidays. John and Larry agreed to go
for a long walk in the country. It was a fine day when they
started, but later the sky was overcast and it threatened to
rain. They saw a small house nearby and hurried towards it
for shelter . . . .’

Complete the above story in the best way you can.

(The number of words in your composition does not
include the above passage.)

A Disastrous Day

Television is our daily lives - the good and the bad (sic)
Qualities of a good friend

My Favourite pastime

Choose 2 persons: the one you like or admire most and the
one you dislike most. Say how these persons are related to
you. Explain why you like one and detest the other.”
(School G, 1991a, Mid-Year Examination, English
Language Paper 1, Secondary One Express)

In this range of titles for secondary one pupils, the school is

anticipating the ‘O’ level examination. Only in terms of the length of the

response does this paper differ from any the pupils will sit in their

remaining years in the secondary school. However, the range of titles

suggests the teaching of writing goes beyond narration and description.

As well as narration and description, the 1982 Syllabus

recommends writing "friendly letters" and:

"In addition, pupils should be taught forms of writing

which are important for their practical and functional value. Pupils
can learn how to:

1

2

write messages briefly and clearly without omitting any
important points in the message

write notices using the proper format so that information or
instructions are conveyed with immediate clarity (eg. class
notices regarding homework or class activities;
club/society notices regarding meetings, competitions,
etc.)

Fill in personal particulars or information required on
various types of application or entry forms. Actual forms
can be practised on.”

(Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:24)

Thus, whether a school follows the Assessment Guidelines or

anticipates the ‘O’ level examination when setting Section A of Paper 1,
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it is not testing the variety of writing suggested by the syllabus.

In Section B of Paper 1, candidates are given one or two titles,
and required to respond to one:

"Besides Letter-writing, pupils may be tested on their
ability to present a composition or a report based on given
information, printed dialogue, short outlines or instructions.”
(Central Testing Service Branch, 1985:5)

It is suggested that length depends on the topic set, but that the
composition should be shorter than the one produced for Section A.
15% of the total marks are awarded here.

These two sections of the writing paper have different objectives.
Section B’s is identified as assessing the pupils’ ability to:

". .. select, organise and present information using the
most appropriate register for specific social and vocational
purposes.” (ibid:3)

Despite this, the descriptions of the performance expected from
candidates at each grade are the same for both sections, and make no
reference to "appropriate register for specific social and vocational
purposes”. It is likely that both types of writing will be marked as if
they were narratives, since the descriptions lend themselves most easily
to this. For example, the content description for Grade A is as follows:

"Ample material, fully relevant, high interest value; original,
positive merit of form and arrangement; essay shows awareness
of significant details, or wide information, or apt illustrations.”
(ibid:9)

The language description is provided separately:

"Very good to excellent linguistic ability, very few minor
slips, no gross errors, wide variety of apt vocabulary, sentence
structures and linking devices." (ibid)

This mark scheme, then, may reduce further the candidates’
already limited writing opportunities, since it is very general and does

not specifically reward awareness of appropriate style and register.

123



This could be one reason why some schools set a second

narrative for Section B:
"Begin your answer on a fresh page.
You are advised to spend about thirty minutes on this part of the
paper.

Write a story of about 250 words based on the series of pictures
which follow:"

(School H, 1991b, Final Term Examination, English Language

Paper 1, Secondary Two Express)

The six pictures making up the series show a man sitting by a fire
watching football on the television, with a parrot for company. The man
falls asleep, a burning coal falls onto the carpet, and a fire starts. The
man is woken up by the parrot screeching, and dashes into the kitchen
to get water to put out the fire. He succeeds, but the room is totally
destroyed and the parrot burned to a cinder. The quality of the pictures’
reproduction is to be commended, though it would have been
interesting to see what Singaporean pupils, accustomed to a tropical
climate, made of the burning coal and the carpet.

The point to be made, though, is not the inappropriate cultural
bias of the test, but whether it provides candidates with the opportunity

to ". . . select, organise and present information using the most

appropriate register for specific social and vocational purposes” (Central
Testing Service Branch, 1985:3). Clearly, it does not. However, the
responses elicited will be easy to match with the grade descriptions.
Other schools have attempted to provide candidates with
opportunities to satisfy the objective:
"Choose one of the following and write a letter of about 100

words on it. The number of words should not include the number
of words in the address and the salutaions. (sic)

1 Write a letter to a foreign pen-pal telling him or her about
your feeling for School I after this one year.
2 You have recently offended a teacher by not handing up

(sic) your work on time and being rude to him/her when
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he/she questioned you about it. Write a letter of apology to
the teacher to explain your actions.”

{School I, 1991a, End-of-Year Examination, English
Language Paper 1, Secondary One Express)

Teachers in different schools, then, interpreted the requirements
for Section B of Paper 1 in a variety of ways, perhaps reflecting
confusion regarding its objectives. For some pupils, this may have
resulted in a very narrow range of writing experience, narrower than the
1982 Syllabus writers envisaged.

UCLES is more specific regarding the objectives of Paper 1
Section B, stating clearly that writing in a style appropriate to the
audience will be rewarded (Ministry of Education, Republic of Singapore
and UCLES, 1990:10). Thus, some pupils may have been introduced to
ideas regarding appropriacy of register and style only in the last two
years of the secondary school course.

The division of the marks into content and language places more
emphasis on language. In Section A, to achieve Grade A, a candidate
must score between 21 and 24 marks for content, and between 23 and
26 marks for language. In Section B, the candidate must score between
11 and 12 marks for content and 16-18 marks for language. As the
descriptions of language performance at each grade emphasise
accuracy, it is likely to be this which is most highly rewarded. To

achieve Grade C, for example, a candidate’s work must reveal:

"Fair to fairly good linguistic ability. More errors than in B
but few major ones." (Central Testing Service Branch, 1985:9)

The only direct reference here is to accuracy.

Many other criticisms could be made of this marking scheme: it is
too brief and too general to be helpful; the language/content division is
artificial and likely to confuse the marker; and it fails to establish any
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realistic or practical criteria. For example, inappropriate use of tense is a
gross error. A candidate in a hurry missing an "s" from the end of a
verb is ineligible for a Grade A as no gross errors are admissible in a
Grade A candidate’s work. The precision of Grade A is not reflected in
Grade B, to obtain which a candidate is permitted "few errors”. This
uncertainty is compounded in Grade C. Candidates awarded Grade C
may make, "More errors than in B but few major ones”.

A major consideration here is whether the recommended
assessment procedures for writing reflect the spirit of the 1982
Syllabus. Certainly, the performance descriptions at each grade reflect
most of the skills identified in the syllabus:

Ability to write relevantly.

Ability to provide adequate subject matter.

Ability to organise material logically.

Ability to use language correctly, appropriately and
effectively.”

(Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:3)

It is in the last "ability” that the assessment mode and the
syllabus part company: the appropriate use language, though an
objective of Section B, is not mentioned in the mark scheme. Its
absence may limit pupils’ classroom writing opportunities, and has
reduced the scope of some schools’ examination papers.

Though ignoring the functional writing tasks, the Assessment
Guidelines do provide teachers with ideas about how to assess the
other writing skills identified in the 1982 Syllabus. The skills, however,
are examined almost exclusively within the framework of narrative
and/or descriptive writing.

Like the 1982 Syllabus, then, in terms of the kinds of writing

required, the 1985 Assessment Guidelines do not reflect the needs of
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Singaporean pupils or the society in which they live, and the concern
for accuracy is dominant. Nevertheless, the assessment modes for
writing do have the merit of providing a platform from which to begin a
course leading to the ‘O’ level examination. On the evidence available, it

seems there is very little difference between the requirements of Paper

1 as envisaged by the Assessment Guidelines, and Paper 1 of the ‘O’
level English language examination.

Assessment Guidelines: Grammar and Usage

A candidate’s command of grammar was directly tested in the

first part of Paper 2. The Assessment Guidelines recommend there

should be ten "Fill-in-the -blank"” items, testing parts of speech and
agreement, and ten "Transformation items”, testing sentence structure.
These items are similar to those in the early sections of Paper 2 of the

‘N’ Level examination. In the lower secondary Assessment Guidelines, it

is recommended they carry 10% of the marks.
Schools set questions like:

"Read through the passage and fill in the blanks with suitable
adverbs formed from the words given in brackets.

We had to wait for a long time but we did not complain.
We waited __1  (patience).

Screams rent the air when Debbie pranced on stage forty
minutes later in a pair of multi-coloured trousers, orange-and-
green vest, purple blouse and hat.

She and her six dancers electrified the audience with their
slick, energetic dance moves.

Even as the opening bars of each song were being played,
fans were already screaming __2 _ (ecstasy).

Some with cameras clicked away __3 _ (busy) while
others, perched on top of the seats, clapped, danced and sang
along with her.

She __ 4 (obligation) shook hands with us and posed _ 5

(game) for pictures.”
(School C, 1991¢, Final Term Examination, English Language
Paper 2, Secondary Two Express)

And:
"Read the short telephone conversation between a man and his
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neighbour. Then complete the account in reported speech.

Man Hello, Bert. I'm worried. Sarah went down to the
postbox by the road to post a letter this evening and
she isn’t home yet.

Neighbour Don’t worry. She has probably wandered off
somewhere.

Man | don’t think so. | have been out to look. There
aren’t any tracks in the snow beyond the postbox,
but there are some strange marks in the snow on

the field."”

(School F, 1991, Final-year Examination, English Language Paper

2, Secondary One Express)

The reference to snow in the telephone conversation may cause
pupils problems, but it is clear that some schools have used imagination
in the setting of Section A, Paper 2. Nevertheless, this part of the
examination is at odds with the demands made, for example, by the
essay paper. A sophisticated command of language is required to
handle even such a hackneyed title as "An Exciting Event in my Life". In
comparison, exercises like those above are not challenging. If control of
any part of language is tested discretely in this way, it is likely to lead
to teaching which concentrates on form rather than meaning.

This section highlights accuracy at the expense of fluency. It is

closely linked to the syllabus’s section "Improving Expression”. The

Assessment Guidelines refer directly to the syllabus:

"Teachers are advised to refer to the NES(S) syllabus
(1982 English Language Syllabus) regarding the depth and scope
of the topics to be covered."

(Central Testing Service Branch, 1985:5)

The Assessment Guidelines, then, are directly testing the content

of the syllabus. However, the 1982 Syllabus does recommend "an
integrative treatment of the different language components and skills"

(Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1982:1), a recommendation which

does not seem to be followed here.
In this respect, the ‘O’ level examination more faithfully interprets
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the syllabus: or, perhaps, vice-versa. The problem at the school level is
to create a programme which balances the need for accuracy and
fluency, and allows pupils to satisfy successfully the requirements of
both the lower secondary and ‘O’ level English language examinations.
The sample test items above show schools trying to achieve just this.

Assessment Guidelines: Vocabulary and Comprehension

Assessment of vocabulary and comprehension is undertaken in
Section B of Paper 2. Teachers are required to set one cloze passage
containing between ten and twenty blanks. Eight to ten free response
guestions and one summary question will be based on a separate
reading passage of 400 words in Secondary 1, and 600 words in
Secondary 2. Together, the vocabulary and comprehension questions
make up 30% of the marks. Candidates who have used poor structure
and/or made grammatical and/or spelling mistakes in their answers
could lose up to half the marks available for the free response
questions, and a third of the marks for the summary.

Once more, correct use of the language is emphasised. Accuracy
is not simply a requirement of the mark scheme either. Some schools
seem to have lost sight of the fact that the purpose of the cloze
passage is to test comprehension. In some papers, items deleted from

the passage test only grammatical knowledge:

"Hares and rabbits are rodents, (3) means they have
long sharp front teeth. (4) hind legs are longer than their
forelegs, so that they actually run faster (5) than downhill!
When they are pursued, they resort (6) some clever tricks."

(School A, 1991a, Final Examination, English Language Paper 2,
Secondary One Express)

Here, the distortion of the purpose of the test item has resulted in

a failure to set a cloze passage at all, since a cloze passage requires the
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deletion of every seventh word. Only one of the four blanks in the
paragraph above could be filled with a content word. However, to put
"uphill" in (5) does not indicate an understanding of the passage; it
indicates the candidate has learned the opposite of downhill. Writing
"their" in (4) reveals an ability to refer back to the previous sentence,
but correctly answering (3) and (6) requires grammatical knowledge, not
necessarily comprehension, and certainly not reference to anywhere
else in the passage. It is noticeable that all four items here have a
correct answer. There need be no discussion of the richness and
complexity of alternatives offered by a variety of interpretations of the
text. Answers will be easily marked: right or wrong.

For the purposes of this study, a survey was made of thirteen
comprehension passages set for lower secondary express pupils’ mid-
or final-year examinations by eight schools in 1991 (Bibliography 8:433-
440). The free response and summary questions were based on
passages which considered the following topics:

An explorer’s experience with a group of Sasquatch

An encounter with a man-eating tiger in a ravine

The introduction of a female scorpion to the lunch table

The Pyramids

How to make an effective oral presentation

Schooner passengers’ reactions to being caught in a storm in the

Pacific

Trapped by a boar

A man dying in quicksand

Planning and carrying out a bank robbery

The beginning of a fantasy story about a girl obsessed with

clouds

An encounter with a horse

A visit to Lhasa

An encounter with ghostly hounds on Dartmoor

Seven were written in the first person narrative; authors included
Durrell, Verne and Herriot; one passage gave information, another

instructions, and the remaining eleven were dominantly narrative, with
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varying degrees of activity, involvement, humour, drama and reflection.

Thus, the type of passage used in the lower secondary examinations is

very similar to that used at ‘O’ level, where the passages are often first
person narratives. With the exception of the fantasy story, the passages
were also of a level of difficulty comparable to an ‘O’ level passage:

"The heavy pack was forcing Pickett down into the
quaking sand. But the pack’s catch was at his chest, submerged,
and he couldn’t move his hands through the mire to unhook it.
He strained to hold his head up: still the sand rose swiftly to his
chin. He gave a last terrified cry as the sand rose to cover his
mouth and nose. Only his panic-stricken eyes showed.

‘Try to grab the branch!’ Stahl shouted.

Again, Pickett struggled to lift his hands from the mire, but
this only forced his head deeper. Frantically Stahl, using a rock as
a fulcrom (sic), pushed the branch into the sand and under
Pickett's chest; desperately he tried to pry him upright. But the
branch snapped.”

(School J, 1991a, Final Term Examination, English Language
Paper 2, Secondary One Express)

In terms of content and speed of action, this passage is very
similar to that set in the 1984 ‘O’ level examination (this chapter:111).
The vocabulary is sophisticated. "Mire" and "fulcrom" (sic) in particular
are likely to cause difficulty to secondary one pupils. Fulcrum certainly
caused difficulty to the setter. Candidates were not required to give the
meaning of either of these words; but the questions and the summary
were searching and demanded that candidates understood them:

"Imagine you were Fred Stahl. In continuous writing of not
more than 80 words, write a paragraph to include the following
points showing clearly the relationships among them.

¥ what you did to try to save your friend’s life

¥ what you advised your friend to do
Begin your summary with the following words. (All the given

words are to be included in the word limit.)
| knew it was hopeless to plunge in to save Pickett . . "
(ibid)

Requiring the candidate to write the summary from a specified

perspective, basing the information on a text dense with information
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and imposing a penalty of up to a third of the allocated marks for
inaccurate expression makes this a very challenging question. The only
differences between its demands and those of an ‘O’ level question are
in the length of the passage and the required length of the summary. All
papers in the survey set comprehension and summary guestions of a
type similar to those asked at ‘O’ level.

The assessment modes for vocabulary and comprehension, then,
are similar in kind and level of difficulty to the ‘O’ level examination.
The additional feature, the use of cloze procedure to assess reading
comprehension carries a third of the marks for this section and may test
grammar rather than comprehension. The mark scheme severely
penalises answers which demonstrate incorrect use of English.

In some respects, then, though the candidates are two or three
years younger, the assessment of vocabulary and comprehension at the
lower secondary level is more rigorous than at upper secondary level.

Nevertheless, as with the ‘O’ level comprehension paper, the
syllabus and the assessment mode are in alignment. The aim of reading
for pleasure may not be fulfilled, and pupils are not tested on their
"ability to understand information that is presented partly in non-verbal
forms, such as diagrams, charts, tables, etc." (Ministry of Education,
Singapore, 1982:3), as they are in the ‘N’ level examination. However,
the remaining five objectives (this chapter:111) are addressed.

Consequently, both assessment modes reflect criticisms of the
syllabus: they do not reflect the needs of Singaporean students or the
society in which they live; and the students’ acquisition of English is

not adequately related to his/her use of English across the curriculum.
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Assessment Guidelines: Oral/Aural

There is no difference between the format of the ‘O’ level oral

examination and that recommended by the Assessment Guidelines

(Central Testing Service Branch, 1985:11).

The same comments regarding the relevance of the examination
and its alignment with the syllabus therefore apply (this chapter: 108-
109). Clearly, ‘O’ level candidates will be very familiar with the format
of the examination, though it is doubtful whether mere repetition will
provide adequate preparation for the examination.

5.5 Assessment Guidelines: Implied View of English Teaching

Many sections of the lower secondary examination imitate the
format of the ‘O’ level examination, frequently testing the same skills at
a similar level. As Chapter Two:42-43 has indicated, many teachers
place great importance on ensuring their pupils become successful
examination candidates. The assessment mode is likely to have a great
effect on what, when and how these teachers teach. Pupils studying in
classrooms in which the dominant influence was the Assessment
Guidelines who compared notes with those in classrooms equally
influenced by the ‘O’ level examination, would have found few
differences in approaches to teaching and learning.

There are, of course, many ways to skin a cat, and a similarity of
objectives will not necessarily mean a similarity of methodology.
However, the most detailed and helpful teacher guidance is found in the

Assessment Guidelines, which include sample items and examination

papers. In contrast, the 1982 Syllabus was criticised for not giving
enough guidance regarding methodology (Gefen, 1982:14; Goh,
1991a:136). Such guidance was provided in the CLUE teacher’s guides.
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Research into the use of the CLUE materials, though, suggests that
some teachers did not see the relevance of the teaching strategies
recommended in the teacher’s guides. Instead, they used strategies
they felt were more appropriate to helping pupils pass the examination
(Chan, 1987:234, unpublished). In the absence of any other advice,
these strategies may have consisted of practising examination

questions. Thus, the clarity and detail of the Assessment Guidelines and

their similarity to the ‘O’ level examination, combined with a perceived
lack of guidance from other available and approved sources, suggest
that English language teaching in lower secondary classes may have

been heavily influenced by the lower secondary Assessment Guidelines.

It seems that an emphasis on accuracy within a narrow range of reading
and writing experience was likely to be the English language learning lot
of pupils in many secondary school classrooms, regardless of year level.
The effect on the continuity and coherence of the teaching
programme could be regarded as beneficial. If it is agreed that passing
the examination is the criterion for success, the similarity of lower and
upper secondary assessment modes will ensure a lot of practice in the
appropriate examination format, and contribute to an apparently
coherent programme, at least for ‘O’ level pupils. At the expense of
pupil boredom, such an approach may also produce "good" examination
results. However, English language teaching would be reduced to
nothing more than a coherent programme of examination practice.
Again, then, the implied view of English teaching is it prepares
pupils for examinations but provides them with few opportunities to use

language which is relevant and appropriate to their needs.
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5.6 Conclusion

The 1982 Syllabus is based on a classical humanist philosophy.
The purposes, content, mode and reporting of assessment, too, are
clearly classical humanist. In order to pursue the aims of a meritocratic
society, candidates enter for summative examinations which create a
rank order of merit (Clark, 1987:97-98). The syllabus and the
assessment modes both contribute towards the achievement of an
economically successful and harmonious society which uses objective,
internationally recognised means of assessment to select its leaders.

There is some tension between the broadly classical humanist
nature of the 1982 Syllabus and the assessment modes, and the more
progressive tendencies of the CLUE course books. Nevertheless, to a
very great extent the course books are in alignment with the
assessment modes and the syllabus because they deliberately prepare
pupils to be candidates for the summative examinations. This alignment
has been achieved because the syllabus and the course books were
heavily influenced by the already established external assessment
mode. It is the most powerful instrument of the three.

Thus, a criterion for successful syllabus implementation was
achieved: syllabus, course books and assessment modes are broadly in
alignment. It might be assumed that this alignment would have resulted
in the successful implementation of the 1982 Syllabus. The next

chapter will examine this assumption.
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CHAPTER SIX

1982 Syllabus: Dissemination, Implementation,
Evaluation and Revision: 1982-1988

6.0 Responsibility

Dr. Yeoh, then Director of the Curriculum Development Institute of
Singapore (CDIS), made clear his institute’s responsibility for the
production, dissemination, evaluation and revision of its materials:

"Indeed, the systematic approachinvolving the development,
trial, teacher education and continuous formative and summative
evaluation of the materials distinguish CDIS from the work of the
commercial textbook publisher.” (Yeoh, 1984:10, unpublished)

And:

"At the close of the full cycle of curriculum implementation
then the syllabuses and the CDIS-published materials will be revised
on the evidence of the feedback that is available. This is the rational
and empirical basis for the process of curriculum change in
schools." (ibid:5)

The English Unit's File NO7-08-024 Review of Syllabuses Vol. 2

(English Unit, 1981-1992) contains no proposals for or discussion of
syllabus dissemination. A member of the 1982 syllabus writing committee
from 1979-1981 and a specialist inspector of English until 1985, said in
response to a question about syllabus dissemination:

"General briefings were held. However, there was a shortage
of manpower, so the implementation fell short of what the
Specialist Inspectors would have liked to achieve.” (Appendix
Ni:481) '
In the main, then, dissemination was left to the CDIS writers. Thus,

the influence of CDIS on curriculum development in Singapore was
potentially enormous. Its personnel interpreted the 1982 Syllabus in the
materials they created, then disseminated this interpretation to teachers.
They also gave syllabus writers feedback on the implementation of this

interpretation, which was to provide the basis for syllabus revision.

Each writer was to undertake all the duties outlined above,
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suggesting each writer possessed a multiplicity of talents and a lot of time
in which to demonstrate them. In their final report on the project,
Sandosham and Schoonbeck, respectively project director and specialist
writer of the CLUE materials, discuss the writers’ problems:

"(T)he time-frame placed constraints on the team; although the
team was given one year to develop materials for each level, in
actual fact, 4-5 months of the year had to be set aside for the
publisher to meet the publication deadline. This greatly reduced the
amount of time the Team had to write, trial the draft materials and
revise them. Hence, the trialling of materials was necessarily limited
and any revision minimal."” (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:21)
And:
"(TYhe practice of writers doubling as materials promoters; the
assumption that the best persons to disseminate and monitor the
implementation of new materials are those responsible for producing
them is not necessarily true. Writing and dissemination are entirely
different tasks and demand different skills and experiences of those
who have to perform such tasks. Many a good and sensitive writer
shies away from publicly declaring the merits and worth of his/her

work." (ibid)

Indeed, designing curriculum materials requires very different
knowledge and skills from those required to put them into effect :

"Although applied linguistics provides a basis for approach,
design and procedure, putting into effect any decisions regarding
design and procedure takes us right out of applied linguistics and
straight into innovation management. This is because decisions
about language curriculum rapidly cease to be decisions about ideas
and become actions which influence people. On such matters,

applied linguistics is silent . . ." (White, 1988:113)

However, one advantage of having the same personnel write,
disseminate, train teachers to implement, and then evaluate the use of the
materials is those disseminating, training and evaluating have a clear
picture of what the innovation should look like in the classroom. The team
drew up a checklist based on four features critical to the implementation
of the CLUE materials. These were: the use of the objectives; the

integration of reading, writing, listening and speaking; using appropriate

methodology; and using the complete set of instructional materials. Table
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1, below, demonstrates the writers’ concept of successful implementation.

Table 1
Checklist to Assist in the Evaluation of the Implementation of CLUE

Components

Variation (1)

Variation (2)

Variation (3)

Variation (4)

Variation (5)

1 Objectives

Teacher always
uses Unit
Objectives to
plan lessons

Teacher often
used Unit
Objectives to
plan lessons

Teacher

sometimes uses
Unit Objectives
to plan lessons

Teacher seldom
uses Unit
Objectives to
plan lessons

Teacher never
uses Unit
Objectives to
plan lessons

2 Integration Teacher always | Teacher often Teacher Teacher seldom | Teacher never
of Skills follows follows sometimes follows follows
sequence as sequence as follows sequence as sequence as
laid out in laid out in sequence as laid out in laid out in
Coursebook Coursebook laid out in Coursebook Coursebook
Coursebook
3 Methodology Teacher always | Teacher often Teacher Teacher seldom | Teacher never
uses pupil- uses pupil- sometimes uses | uses pupil- uses pupil-
centred centred pupil-centred centred centred
approach approach approach approach approach
4 Use of Teacher always | Teacher often Teacher Teacher seldom | Teacher never
Instructional uses the uses the full sometimes uses | uses the full set | uses the full
Materials complete set of | set of the full set of of materials set of
materials materials materials materials
Variation (1) * Ideal

Variations (2) & (3) * Acceptable
Variations (4) & (5) * Unacceptable

Source: Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:Appendix 5.2:1

Assuming a common understanding of "often"”, "sometimes" and
"seldom"”, the writers were clear about their priorities, reflected in the
identification of the critical features of the materials, and of what they
hoped to achieve in the classroom through the CLUE materials.

This advantage, however, is outweighed by other considerations.
For example, one problem inherent in trying to implement a syllabus
through the use of a course book was that relevant in-service training only
took place in schools which chose to adopt that course book. Teachers
working in English departments which decided to use a commercially
produced course book, and which possessed only two copies of the 1982
Syllabus (Appendix Niv:486), could have remained entirely ignorant of the
existence of that syllabus. Thus, a situation had been created in which it
would be difficult to implement the syllabus on a national scale.

Evaluation of the implementation took place only in schools which
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adopted CLUE, and was limited to the CDIS writers’ assessment of
teachers’ exploitation of the CLUE materials. The purpose was the revision
of both CLUE and the 1982 Syllabus. Such a narrow interpretation of the
enormous task of evaluating syllabus implementation entirely precluded the
possibility of opening up to teachers and other stakeholders discussion of,
for example, alternative ways of bringing about curriculum change, the
effect of the 1982 Syllabus on the syllabuses for other subject areas, and
the monolithic external assessment mode for English language. Thus, a
thorough and systematic evaluation of the 1982 syllabus and its
implementation did not take place.

As the CLUE materials were to be evaluated only in order to revise
them, there could be no objective consideration of whether course books
are an appropriate vehicle for syllabus implementation. Do they reduce the
intended impact of implementation by discouraging teachers from thinking
beyond them to the principles underpinning the syllabus? Do teachers
regard course books as essential props for managing change or do they

use them to maintain the status quo in the classroom? Such questions

would not be discussed.

6.1 Dissemination and Implementation

The writers disseminated the CLUE materials and helped teachers
implement them throughout the period of writing and for two years
afterwards, that is from 1982-1988. These activities included: launching
the CLUE materials; holding briefings, talks and seminars; providing an
information network; compiling notes and reading materials, including
teaching plans for units; and running school-based workshops on request
(Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:10-13).

Approximately seventy schools did request workshops (ibid:12).
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Schools just beginning to use CLUE were given an overview of the
materials and a demonstration of ways in which they could be used.
Schools more familiar with the materials could request a workshop on
instructional strategies, which would be tailored to the school’s perceived
needs. These workshops filled in the gaps left by the teacher’s guide,
addressing such needs as the organisation of group work and the
integration of the activities.

These strategies largely reflect an empirical-rational approach to
implementing an innovation (Kennedy, 1987; White, 1988). They assume
that teachers could be convinced by rational argument that the changes
in classroom procedure implicit in the adoption of the CLUE materials
would be beneficial to themselves and to their pupils; and that once
convinced the teachers would make those changes. Clearly, there is a
place for rational argument in the process of any educational change, but
it is unlikely to be enough, as White points out:

" ... the empirical-rational strategy assumes a relatively passive

recipient of input, and in this, together with inadequate attention

given to communication difficulties and role conflicts, lies one of its
main limitations. Furthermore, the empirical-rational approach has
evolved within bureaucratically organised enterprises . .. in which
the organization’s purposes are given priority and there are codified
procedures for carrying out roles and functions. Finally, empirical-
rational strategies have been concerned more with diffusion of

‘thing’ than ‘people’ technologies, which . . . do not really match

the requirements of educational systems.” (White, 1988:128-129)

This interpretation is an accurate description of the dissemination of
the CLUE materials. Dr. Yeoh, in assuming that the syllabus could be
implemented through one course book, was pre-supposing that all schools
would adopt that course book. No consideration seems to have been given

to the possibility that teachers might need to be persuaded, so "inadequate

attention" was given to "communication difficulties and role conflicts".
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The Ministry of Education’s representatives assumed their priorities were
shared by individual schools. The CDIS writers were carrying out the roles
and functions ascribed to them by the Ministry of Education in their
production and dissemination of the CLUE materials. Constraints faced by
the CDIS writers meant they concentrated on the materials rather more
thanteachers’ responsestothem (Sandoshamand Schoonbeck, 1988:21).
The strategies adopted to encourage teachers to implement the
CLUE materials, then, may not have been enough to ensure their
implementation. They assumed initiators and recipients shared beliefs and
objectives, and that the recipients would see the changes as desirable.
Nevertheless, in 1984 75 of the 135 secondary schools in
Singapore were using CLUE 1 (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988,
Appendix 5.7:3); in 1985, 80 were using CLUE 2 (ibid:Appendix 5.8:9);
and in 1986, 80 were using CLUE 3 (/bid:Appendix 5.9:6). There is,

unfortunately, no record of the number of schools using the CLUE 4E and

SN materials, those written for classes preparing to take the ‘O’ level

examinations. The CLUE materials, then, were quite widely disseminated,
perhaps to about 60% of Secondary schools by the mid 1980s.

However, it seems that as many as 30 English departments used

CLUE for only a short time. In 1987, Chan conducted research into the use

of the CLUE materials in lower secondary Express and Normal classes. She
contacted all the 80 schools identified in the 1985 CDIS survey:

"It was found that some schools had decided to switch to

other textbooks, while others had used the materials for only one

term. Eventually, only 50 schools were found to be still using the

CLUE materials.” (Chan, 1987:85)

This suggests that in 1987, at the lower secondary level, about

37% of secondary schools were still using the CLUE materials.

4l



The CDIS team also monitored the implementation of the materials,
usually through informal interviews with teachers. The impression received
from these interviews was that the teachers using the CLUE materials
could be divided into three groups. The first followed the textbook closely
and found they were unable to cover everything, so they frequently
omitted the audio-visual materials. The second group used only certain
exercises and were not familiar with the teaching approach recommended
by the writers. The third group carefully selected desirable units and
integrated the relevant audio-visual materials.

Sandosham and Schoonbeck in their official report on the CLUE
materials were very concerned about this pattern of use. The first group,
which closely followed the textbook, was criticised for not considering the
pupils’ abilities and needs, and denying pupils an incentive to learn which
would have been provided by the audio-visual materials. The second
group, "a fair number" (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:25), selected
for use only those materials which most closely resembled test materials,
and so was criticised for failing to differentiate between teaching and
testing. The third group, "a growing number” (ibid), was able to select
units appropriate to the pupils’ needs, and was commended for its
exploitation of the materials. The materials, in turn, were praised for being
flexible enough to enable teachers to answer pupils’ needs (ibid).

There are no statements in Sandosham and Schoonbeck’s work to
indicate the relative size of each of these groups, but Chan’s 1987
research suggests the "growing number" of teachers appropriately
exploiting the CLUE materials was likely to be small. Approximately 78%

of the 48 teachers Chan interviewed said they made no changes to the

CLUE materials when they used them.
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"One group admitted that they were still in the stage of
mastering the tasks required to use the innovation. Another group
expressed satisfaction with the CLUE materials and have been using
them faithfully.” (Chan, 1987:182)

In addition to interviews, Chan sent a questionnaire to 185 teachers
of English to lower secondary classes in 50 schools to determine their
concerns about the CLUE materials (Hall, George and Rutherford:1979).
The responses revealed teachers’ three greatest concerns were: "to reap
maximum benefit" from the CLUE materials (Chan, 1987:146); "to explore
new or better ways to achieve the same goals" {ibid); and "fear, worry and
doubt about the role they must play in the effective implementation of the
innovation" (ibid:147).

Chan suggested reasons for teachers’ concerns: they did not fully
understand or appreciate the aims of the CLUE materials; the greater
demands made upon the teacher by the CLUE materials, in terms of
preparation time and classroom management, caused the teachers
problems; and teachers did not possess the necessary knowledge, skills,
or positive attitude to use the materials appropriately in the classroom.

To gain more specific information regarding the current use of the
materials, Chan also conducted interviews with 48 of the teachers who
had answered the questionnaire, and observed 18 of them using the CLUE
materials. She found the majority of teachers used the materials
mechanically, that is they focussed:

" . ... most effort on the short-term day-to-day use of the
innovation with little time for reflection. Changes in use are made
more to meet user needs than client needs. The user is primarily
engaged in a stepwise attempt to master the tasks required to use
the innovation, often resulting in disjointed and superficial use."

(Hall, Loucks, Rutherford, Newlove, 1975:54)

Chan suggested reasons for this low level of use:
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"Some teachers rarely questioned what they were doing.

These teachers were using the new CLUE materials but employing

the traditional methods which they had been using for years. They

were not prepared to ask searching questions or share ideas or
discuss the new materials they were using. Others viewed
education in a restricted way with a narrow range of objectives.

Their main concern was exclusively to get their pupils to pass the

examinations. Hence, they showed no interest in collaborative work

or trying out new strategies." (Chan, 1987:234)

However, Chan observed lessons which demonstrated the
successful implementation of the materials. On the whole, these were
given by teachers who had used the CLUE materials for a few years; who
had training in the use of communicative methodology, perhaps in an RSA
course; and who had attended a workshop given by the CLUE writers.

On the basis of this limited research, it seems that curriculum
change had taken place in a small number of classrooms in which the
CLUE materials had been in use for more than a year, and where the
teacher had received training appropriate to the interpretation and
management of the materials. However, in some classrooms, the use of
the materials was limited to supporting more traditional approaches to
teaching. Reluctance to go beyond this level of use seems to have been
caused by a number of factors. Teachers needed further guidance in the
use of the materials and more time to prepare lessons, yet they were
reluctant to collaborate in the use of the materials. Some teachers
expressed a negative attitude to the CLUE materials; in particular it was
felt they would not make a positive contribution to pupils’ examination
performance. Perhaps for these reasons, some teachers had abandoned
the use of the materials altogether.

Thus, only a modest start had been made in the dissemination and

implementation of the CLUE materials.
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6.2 Evaluation of the Course in Learning and Using English

In her 48 interviews Chan, elicited from teachers their evaluation of
the CLUE materials.

Approximately 68% of the teachers were concerned about the
approach to the teaching of grammar. They felt there were insufficient
exercises for practice; most exercises were for testing rather than
teaching; and the items were poorly sequenced and ungraded.

About 55% of the teachers did not like the approach to composition
writing. They could not see a link between the grammatical items and
composition exercises; writing exercises were not graded; and there was
insufficient guidance given in the teaching of writing skills.

Around 45% of the teachers were concerned about the approach
to the teaching of comprehension. Some passages were uninteresting
and/or contained vocabulary which was too difficult; and there were too
few summary exercises.

Approximately 43% of the teachers were not in sympathy with the
teaching approach and methodology advocated by CLUE. They did not
believe it was practical to conduct the suggested communicative activities;
pair work exercises were uninteresting and not stimulating; group work
was inappropriate for weak pupils (Chan, 1987:174).

Of the admittedly small number of teachers interviewed, less than
half felt that the CLUE materials answered their pupils’ learning needs.

Sandosham and Schoonbeck suggest that arevision of the materials
would be valuable. No revisions to the grammar sections were thought
necessary, though this was the area which most concerned Chan’s
teachers. Sandosham and Schoonbeck agree with them that the writing

section could be improved, but believe it should be achieved by giving
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more task options to meet the needs of different kinds of learners. They
also accept that the comprehension passages should be replaced by new
ones, though they are more concerned about the content of the reading
and comprehension passages becoming outdated. They agree, too, that
more instructional guidance is necessary. However, they state this is
needed to help teachers incorporate audio-visual with the other
instructional materials, and to provide more activities to support the video
programmes and more open-ended questions in the listening
comprehension work (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:26-27).

This disagreement regarding what needs to be revised and why
reflects the writers’ and teachers’ very different perceptions both of the
role of a course book and of pupils’ learning needs. The teachers’
evaluation of CLUE indicates they believe a course book should serve one
purpose: to help them respond to their pupils’ learning needs. Their
requests for revisions suggest they perceive their pupils need: more
knowledge about grammar; writing opportunities to reinforce that
knowledge; to practise, rather than extend, language knowledge through
comprehension and summary exercises; more opportunities to work
individually. So, approximately 63% of schools may have turned to
commercially produced course books because teachers did not think that
CLUE provided their pupils with suitable learning opportunities. As has
been seen in Chapter Four, some of these alternative course books
contained many pages of grammar exercises. The limited research
suggests many teachers would have been comfortable with this.

Sandosham and Schoonbeck do not agree that the pupils need more
grammatical knowledge. The writers’ suggestions for revision imply they
believe, with Hutchinson and Torres (1994), that the course book is an
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agent of change. This is reflected particularly in Sandosham and
Schoonbeck’s determination that CLUE be revised to encourage teachers
to incorporate audio-visual materials with other instructional materials.
However, a course book cannot be an agent of change if it is not
used, or used as intended. The evidence suggests that CLUE was used in
the way its writers intended in a minority of secondary school classrooms.

6.3 Revision of 1982 Syllabus and Course in Learning and Using English

The revision of the 1982 Syllabus was expected to be based on an
evaluation of the CLUE materials (this chapter:136). However, in the

official File NO7-08-024 Review of Syllabuses Vol. 2 (English Unit, 1981-

1992) there is no record of such an evaluation being given to the syllabus
writers. Neither is any reference made to CLUE in the 1987 paper Revision

of the English Language Syllabuses (Primary and Secondary) proposing the

revision of the 1982 Syllabus (Specialist Inspectors 7 and 9, 1987).

Without the benefit of any formal report on the evaluation of the
CLUE materials, curriculum planners decided that the 1982 Syllabus
needed revising in accordance with projects of its own (Chapter Three:85-
87). Nevertheless, the language teaching principles on which these
projects were based were similar to those endorsed by CLUE. Proposals
for the revision of the 1982 Syllabus include the following:

"All suggested activities will encourage the teaching of
language skills and language items in an integrated and
contextualised manner. For example, in understanding vocabulary
items pupils will be taught the use of contextual clues, and in the
teaching of writing pupils will be taught the use of critical reading
and thinking to interact with the drafting process. In this way,
pupils will have opportunities to make full use of all language skills
in an integrative manner." (Specialist Inspectors 7 and 9, 1987:2)

This proposal may have been old wine in new bottles to those

familiar with the principles of the 1982 Syllabus, but Sandosham and
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Schoonbeck chose to see these proposals for revision as a validation of

the work of the CDIS writers:

"Current thinking on EL teaching and learning emphasizes the
following: interactive teaching, integrated teaching of skills,
contextualised learning, multi-media learning and cooperative
learning. These constitute some of the main principles underlying
the design of the CLUE materials. It is understood that the revision
of the English Language Syllabus will be along similar lines. In view
of this, the CLUE materials can be said to be a fore-runner to the
proposed new syllabus.” (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:26)
The words "It is understood” are significant here, as they suggest

a breakdown in communication between the materials writers and the
syllabus writers. This suggestion is reinforced in an interview with a
member of the CLUE team (Appendix Nii:483). The fact that despite this
both parties seem to share similar views on language teaching suggests
that a paradigm shift had taken place between 1982 and 1988, permitting
for a short while at least a common perception of broad approaches to the
teaching of English. (For a discussion of paradigm shift, see, for example,
Fischetti, Dittmer and Wells Kyle, 1996:190 on the work of Kuhn).

However, in 1988 this paradigm shift clearly had not extended to
Cambridge, and UCLES remained impervious to the influence of CLUE. No
changes had been made to the ‘O’ level examination.

This examination has a very powerful influence on classroom
practice. As has been seen, it affected the writing of the 1982 Syllabus,
the production of Ministry of Education and commercially approved
teaching materials, the way a number of teachers used those materials,
and the setting of school-based examinations at all levels. In such
circumstances, plans to revise the 1982 Syllabus, and subsequently the

CLUE materials, seem peripheral to the major concerns of the majority of

teachers, who, like UCLES, were unmoved by the influence of either the
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syllabus or the teaching materials it generated.

6.4 Syllabus Dissemination, Implementation, Evaluation and Revision:
Teacher Involvement

This discussion of the 1982 Syllabus and its implementation
demonstrates teachers were not empowered participants in the process.

There is no record in File NO7-08-024 Review of Syllabuses Vol. 2

(English Unit, 1981-1992) of teachers contributing to the writing of the
1982 Syllabus. Reference to teachers has been limited to: the need for a
textbook to compensate for some teachers’ "extremely didactic approach"
(Morris and Thompson, 1979:6); the need for a teacher’s guide to the
CLUE course books to help teachers exploit the materials as intended
(Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:6); teachers’ limited access to the
syllabus document {Appendix Niv:486); insufficient time to trial the CLUE
materials, which reduced teachers’ opportunities to contribute to any
revisions (Sandosham and Schoonbeck, 1988:21); the use of inappropriate
strategies to help teachers implement the CLUE materials (this
chapter:140-141); teachers’ reluctance to use the CLUE materials, or to
use them as the writers intended (Chan, 1987:85; Sando