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Economics in Primary school 
Social Studies 

MAUREEN NG 

Two instructional objectives are usually associated with the 
learning of economics. The first is that every person should have at 
least a basic understanding of the workings of the economy. The 
second objective is that learning economics may help to promote 
'effective decision-making' and 'responsible citizenship' in a person. 

Economics constitutes a small part of the primary school social 
studies in Singapore. The attention allotted to economics is limited 
owing to the greater focus on teaching history and geography in 
primary school. It is nonetheless useful that one understands the 
purpose of including economics in social studies. 

Several economic concepts -scarcity, needs and wants, goods 
and services, specialisation and interdependence, factors of 
production, international trade - appear in various units of the social 
studies texts. However, the economic concepts are somewhat 
random and scattered, being mentioned within geographical or 
historical topics. If our children are to acquire some economic 
awareness through social studies, teachers will have to give the 
economic concepts more focus and explain them. Here are two 
examples from the Primary 6 social studies text: 

Problems of the Early Settlers 
(Textbook 5, Unit 3) 

Aim : To familiarise pupils with the difficulties and 
hardships experienced by the early settlers of 
Singapore 

Concepts : hardship; community l i v i n g ; @ z 9  
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The concept of scarcity appears here in the context of the 
problems of the early settlers. An accurate definition of scarcity is 'the 
relative imbalance between unlimited wants and the limited 
resources available for satisfying those wants'. For primary 6 
children, it may be sufficient to simply define scarcity as 'not having 
enough of things' viz. the early settlers did not have enough food, 
clothing, shelter and entertainment. To improve the child's 
understanding of scarcity, one may ask two follow-up questions: 

What things do we have today which the early settlers did 
not have? 

What things are in scarce supply today? 

Aim : To familiarise pupils with the reasons for the 
increase in trade in early Singapore. 

2. 

Concepts : location 

The Trade of Singapore 
(Textbook 5, Unit 4) 

The concept entrepot trade may be memorised but not clearly 
understood by children. The benefits of international trade should be 
made real to the children. This line of questioning may help develop 
the concept: 

Does anyone here like to eat (apples)? 

Why can't (apples) be grown in Singapore? 

So, where do we have to get (apples) from? 

(This is the reason we import - to have things that we 
cannot produce ourselves) 
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What other things do we import? 

(Let children name items) 

(Select an item named by the children) 

'Do you think we can import ( . . . ) and then re-export it 
to Indonesia?' 

Introduce the term 'entrepot trade' (a form of trade where 
goods are imported for re-export) 

Pose more open-ended questions like: 

What sort of goods do you think Singapore imported and 
re-exported in the early days? 

Why was a free port important for entrepot trade? 

The development of skills and values are important objectives 
of teaching social studies. The teaching of map skills receive the 
most emphasis in our programme. But, if one surveyed the activities 
suggested in the texts and activity books, one will find many other 
skills that may be taught. More attention to the instruction of skills may 
contribute to an improved programme. Our children should not be 
assumed to acquire the skills on their own. I shall deal with three skills 
which are associated with economics - developing thinking, data 
interpretation and decision-making. 

While many teachers support the need to encourage higher 
order thinking, the social studies teacher's opportunities to use 
strategies that promote thinking have been constrained by the 
limitations of curriculum time. To promote thinking, it is best to get the 
children to think about issues of current interest and to use news 
headlines and events as springboards for discussion (e.g. Middle 
East crisis, Earth day). Questions to encourage thinking may also be 
found in the texts e.g.: 
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Something to Think About 
(Textbook 5, Unit 7) 

industries 

Think about what would happen to our industries if: 

1. The price of fuel (oil, coal & others) went up? 

2. The price of oil came down? 

3. There were no electricity in Singapore for a day? 

4. Our factories did not try out new ideas and continued 
to function inefficiently? 

The purpose of posing issues and divergent questions for 
discussion is to promote thought and an open frame of mind. In the 
course of discussion, the children's ideas can be evaluated. The 
teacher can use this time to accept alternative answers and build 
self-confidence, and at the same time teach that not all answers are 
equally valid. 

A second skill related to economic learning ' is data 
interpretation. This refers to the children's ability to read and 
understand information presented in graphs and tables. Mastery of 
this skill is developed through frequent practice in reading statistical 
data - time series, bar charts, pictorial charts and tables. Tables and 
graphs appearing in the texts should not be ignored, but read with 
care with the children. When reading statistical data, get the children 
to note these points: 

read the 'title, axes and footnotes' 

observe 'highest and lowest values, trends, fluctuations' 

compute 'change - absolute and percentage' 

think of reasons for the patterns in the data 
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Cargo handled by the port from 1978 to 1984 

(Graph can be found in Social Studies Textbook 5, p. 58) 

Probably the most demanding of the skills is decision-making. 
Decision-making skills, like data interpretation, can be taught through 
practice. In social studies, decision-making is usually done in the 
context of geographical problems like location. But there is no reason 
why the children should be presented all the time with content-related 
problems. The following general problem in textbook 1 can be just as 
effective: 

Something to Think About 
(Textbook 1, p. 53) 

Your class has been asked to look after a small part of the 
school garden. Help your teacher to decide what to plant 
there. Should there be palm trees? How about rose plants? 
Should there be small flowering plants instead? 
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Rational decision-making involves a process of systematically 
selecting among alternatives. It entails thinking carefully before 
deciding, and considering 'the facts . . . the choices . . . and the likely 
consequences'. By teaching children decision-making skills, we 
hope that when faced with a difficult personal decision, they will be 
able to decide wisely. 

A decision-making model as follows may be used: 

1. Identify the problem 

2. List your goals or criteria 

3. Analyse the alternatives 

4. Choose the best alternative 

A decision-making grid 

Problem : What sort of plants should we grow in our school garden? 

Key: 

Alternatives 

Palm trees 

Rose plants 

Flowering plants 

( + ) = contributes to the goal 
( - ) = does not contribute to the goal 
( ? ) = uncertain 
( o ) = no relationship 

GoalslCriteria 

Attractive 

+ 

+ 

+ 

Educational 

+ 

+ 

+ 

Easy care 

+ 

- 

+ 

Unique 

- 

+ 

? 
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By using the decision-making grid, we may eliminate rose 
plants because they are difficult to look after. Palm trees meet most 
of our criteria, but do not satisfy that of uniqueness. Planting a variety 
of flowering plants may satisfy the most criteria and therefore, will be 
the best choice. 

In the primary school social studies, teachers do have 
considerable freedom to decide what to teach and the instructional 
strategies to use. Teachers will probably make content and 
methodology decisions by considering factors like time allotment, 
personal competence, class ability and size, availability of resource 
materials and so on. 

Ultimately what the teacher believes is best for the child's 
learning must guide hislher decision. I believe that more curriculum 
time should be devoted to nurturing skills than is presently the case. 
The social studies programme provides many ideas for doing this. 
Social studies teachers should try some of these activities or even 
better, try to do so by applying their personal resources, imagination 
and creative abilities. 
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