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Abstract This paper examines holistic education initia-

tives of two high-performing education systems—Finland

and Singapore. This qualitative analysis captures a phe-

nomenological schooling experience of holistic education

under the two systems. Our conceptualization of holistic

education focuses on two key dimensions: transformative

learning and community engagement. Indications of

transformative learning were observed through the

(un)structured play activities that students engaged in. For

community engagement, we examined the imperatives that

underpin community engagement initiatives that students

were exposed to. A sociological explanation of this account

discusses the context that shapes approaches to holistic

learning, and how changes in schooling approaches mirror-

changing educational landscapes in both Finland and Sin-

gapore. Implications on Singapore’s holistic education will

then be drawn.

Keywords Finland � Singapore �
High-performing education systems � Holistic education �
Transformative learning � Community engagement

Introduction

Stellar Performers in Education

Finland and Singapore are two nations enjoying enviable

rankings in international testing benchmarks for academic

subjects at all levels. Students from both countries are

among the top scorers in the Program for International

Student Assessment (PISA), and in the Trends in Interna-

tional Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), achieving

stellar results in all levels and areas of assessments (OECD

2010, pp. 6–7). In the globally-acclaimed McKinsey report

on education systems, both countries bagged accolades in

teacher professional development and student academic

achievement (McKinsey 2009). High-performing school

systems do not miraculously appear overnight. Finland’s

‘‘miracle of education’’ is the crystallization of five decades

of change efforts in all realms of Finnish society (Niemi

et al. 2012). Singapore’s orchestrated work at all levels in

the education realm is required for the actualization of high

performance (Hargreaves and Shirley 2012).

Finland and Singapore may appear to be distinctive in

terms of geography, structure, and culture. However, both

share a spirited resolve against blind emulation of inter-

national trends, and the openness to learning from policy

initiatives of other exemplars (Hargreaves and Shirley

2012, p. 67). Although their standing has been qualified by

academic benchmarks, they had not rested their laurels

upon these benchmarks. The two nations ventured beyond

academic performance to develop well-rounded citizens

with upright character and grounded values.

This paper examines how two high-performing educa-

tion systems embark upon the holistic schooling of their

nations. It seeks to compare and contrast the manifestations

to this endeavor, with the aim of identifying differentiated
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strategies devised to optimize the benefits of holistic edu-

cation, given the distinctive contexts the two countries

encounter.

Holistic Education for the Nation’s Future Vanguard

Holistic education exemplifies the approach to cope with

the anxieties of the fin de siècle as education systems

worldwide prepared for the onslaught of the 21st century.

Amidst the state of flux, policymakers, practitioners, and

researchers took stock of how learning can better advance

humanity, and how education systems can support children

in learning to their fullest potential. In Finland, education

abides the philosophy to ‘‘support students’ growth into

humanity and into ethically responsible members of society

and to provide them with knowledge and skills needed in

life’’ (Ministry of Education and Culture 2012, p. 26). In

Singapore, holistic education ‘‘go(es) beyond academic

education to work on the holistic development of the

child.’’ (Lee Sing Kong, Director, National Institute of

Education, cited in Stewart 2013). In recent years, there has

been a shift toward holistic education to school a child

emotionally, socially, and intellectually. (Chia 2013) In

this, these efforts seek to help students find their identity

and purpose in life.

Publication of works on holistic education was at its

peak in the last decade (see for example, Forbes 2003; Hare

2006; Miller 2000; Nava 2001; Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski

and Flowers 2004). One of the seminal works includes

Senge et al. (2004) on the challenge of education systems

in the world to find ‘‘the human purpose’’ in their pro-

grams. Spawned from this philosophy of education,

scholars of education sought to identify the learning gaps

confronting education systems worldwide, which were then

focused on student performance in academic subjects. Out

of Euro-America, works in the Asia Pacific aim to con-

textualize holistic education to their regional needs. Nak-

agawa (2000) seeks to translate the holistic philosophy of

‘‘the whole is greater than the sum of parts’’ with an

‘‘Asian’’ perspective through Buddhist, Confucian, and

Islamic philosophies. In this, complementary philosophical

insights were sought for an integrated view of holistic

education. On another strand, Nielsen (2006, p. 260) offers

an alternative view out of the Euro-American region on

holistic education based on the empirical insights he had

gathered in Australia. Holistic education programs in

Australia structures for the teaching of ‘‘distinctive

(desirable) characteristics,’’ which when acquired and

integrated, transforms schooling into a multifaceted edu-

cational experience.

The literature suggests that while holistic education is

predominantly propagated by Euro-American educational

systems, its philosophical underpinnings are strongly

compatible with Eastern value-systems. In addition, holis-

tic education needs to be understood within the context

through which schooling approaches are defined. Contex-

tualized approaches to holistic education, then, come to

shape individual schooling experiences, as defined by the

structural make-up of each nation.

Insights from the review of literature came to shape our

analytical framework in the comparison of holistic educa-

tion approaches in Finland and Singapore. Firstly, an

inductive phenomenological approach forms the com-

mencement point of our definition and analysis of holistic

education. Inspired by the epistemology adopted by Niel-

sen (2006), we seek to examine student concrete experi-

ences of the educational tenets of holistic education in the

two countries. According to Schutz (1967), the phenome-

nology of a ‘‘social world,’’ or the experience of a social

phenomenon in a society (e.g., Finland’s experience of

holistic education), takes shape with the convergence of

similar concrete experiences of this phenomenon by indi-

viduals living in this society (i.e., ‘‘life-worlds’’).

Employing this analytical framework, we commence the

inquiry by examining the manifestations of the holistic

education experiences of Finland and Singapore by

examining concrete manifestations of this phenomenon in

the ‘‘life-worlds’’ of students in the two schooling systems.

Phenomenology adopts a symbolic interactionist

approach to data analysis. Although it lends meaning to the

contextualized learning of individual child/social groups,

insights can only be drawn to inform small-group social

interactions. In addition, a sociological perspective com-

plements phenomenological epistemology to provide the

scope for broader social analysis. Phenomenological

observations of these concrete experiences will be com-

pared with the structural history of both nations to provide

sociological accounts of how the two education systems

came to adapt holistic education to suit its distinctive

national contexts. These sociological accounts will form

the discussion of this paper.

Transformative Learning and Community Engagement

A common basis of comparison is needed to examine how

Finland and Singapore have embarked upon holistic edu-

cation. In the review of dialogs on holistic education that

had transpired in the last decade, we found a range of

capacities this endeavor had sought to equip the young

with. The more frequently prioritized included transfor-

mative learning, values education and contextualized

learning through community engagement, interdisciplinary

learning, and flexible pacing. While each of these facets

warrant an extended discussion on their contributions to the

child’s holistic development, we will focus on the two key

aspects where dialogs have endured right to the 21st
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century on how these attributes can be enabled: transfor-

mative learning and community engagement.

By transformative learning, we refer to the meta-learn-

ing of knowledge by associating fun activities with deep

critical reflection (Nesbit 2001). Children are encouraged

to play and adapt knowledge, so as to hone a sense of

ownership and commitment to what they have learnt (e.g.,

‘‘Playing with robots with my classmates was fun! When I

grow up, I want to build robots to help the elderly perform

tasks they cannot do due to old age. If I want to build

robots when I grow up, I will need to learn Mathematics to

calculate the dimensions, Science to understand the phys-

ical strictures of movements, and languages to communi-

cate effectively with my multicultural team of colleagues;

thus it is important to study these subjects.’’). This moti-

vation for learning inspires children to become change

agents who are committed to grow intellectually (Merriam

2004; Jack Mezirow 1997), emotionally (Mahn and John-

Steiner 2002), socially (Berkes 2009; J. Mezirow 2003;

Reed et al. 2010; Wals 2007) and physically (Laker 2000).

This inspiration, however, cannot be achieved if children

are unable to relate to specialized subjects as a holistic

range of knowledge that can be combined to achieve the

aspirations they are committed to (i.e., helping the elderly).

One of the more effective means to enacting transforma-

tional learning is through play (Barab, Gresalfi and Ingram-

Goble 2010). Children play within authentic contexts and

learn from this experience through embodied learning of

the holistic employment of capacities to solve the problems

they encounter: the physical and intellectual (i.e., one

cannot build robots by just thinking about it), and the

social-emotional abilities (i.e., social empathy is needed to

understand the specific challenges to mobility faced by the

elderly, and to understand emotional concerns of retaining

the dignity of the elderly in the use of mobility aids).

Another integral aspect in holistic education is com-

munity engagement. Community engagement is the

encouragement of students’ proactive engagement with

teaching and learning by inculcating within them a sense of

stakeholdership, and of personal and collective responsi-

bility (Delve, Mintz and Stewart 1990). To have children

learn about the importance of community engagement is to

have them extend notions about agency, respect, dignity,

and care beyond immediate social environment. While a

child may be cognizant about the value of rights, filial

piety, responsibility, and love toward one’s immediate kin

and friendship networks, an awareness of how the broader

social context may impact upon the ability to enact these

values also needs to be inculcated (e.g., ‘‘If I want to be

able to take care of my parents, win the respect of my

younger siblings, and be loved by my friends, I will have to

do my part to ensure others’ parents, siblings and friends

are also able to gain access to care, respect, and love,

because we are common stakeholders living within the

same community.’’). With the consciousness that the

degree of personal agency is dependent upon broader social

networks, one comes to recognize the importance in the

performance of social obligations to the community, so as

to optimize the leverage for the exercise of personal rights.

At school, students are taught the importance of commu-

nity engagement through various pedagogical strategies,

such as values education, volunteer work, and role-

modeling.

Transformative learning and community engagement

are two of the most challenging to enact in pedagogies,

which had perhaps led to the popularity of these dimen-

sions as topics of scholarly debate. Teaching and learning

of both transformative learning and community engage-

ment may be done through both explicit and implicit forms.

This paper, thus, aims to illustrate how two high-per-

forming education systems had infused holistic education

into their schools. The distinctive cultural approaches to

achieving holism in student educational experience are

distilled from conceptual interpretations and empirical

enactments of ‘‘holistic education’’ as a concept. The cul-

tural distillations of educational practices toward holistic

education will be tabled to inform about the key constructs

of holistic education: the essential characteristics of similar

and differentiated approaches to ‘‘transformative learning’’

and ‘‘community engagement.’’ Insights about how cultural

practices are shaped by dynamic sociological conditions

will then be raised for discussion.

Finland and Singapore

Relative to its European neighbors, Finland was a late-

comer to industrialization, existing largely as an agrarian

country until the 1950s. Joining the second wave of the

industrial revolution, it rapidly developed an advanced

economy, boasting of an enviable per capita income and

Nordic-style welfare state. Its competitive advantage was

found in heavy investment on professional human capital,

given the country’s lesser advantage in terms of material

industrial infrastructures in comparison to heavyweight

industrial predecessors (e.g., Britain, Germany, and USA)

(Bellandi 2007).

Singapore was a British colonial outpost up to 1960s and

industrialization followed a decade after Finland’s, when it

joined the third wave of the industrial race alongside the

hordes of neighboring postcolonial nations with their

newfound independence. Its competitive advantage was

found in riding upon the material infrastructures and rela-

tional networks inherited from the colonial administration,

and offering the best value of its human capital vis-à-vis

the rest of the world (i.e., multiple capacities at competitive

pricing) (Bellandi 2007).

Holistic Education in Finland and Singapore 873

123



Currently, both Finland and Singapore possess highly

industrialized mixed economies (services, manufacturing,

and refining), and perform outstandingly in numerous

metrics of national performance, among which, its world

rankings in economic competitiveness and education are

the most renowned. Pertaining to education, both education

systems endeavor to provide a holistic education that offers

a broad-based educational experience, equipping the stu-

dents with life skills, knowledge, attitudes, and compe-

tencies to proficiently navigate in the 21st century. Yet,

beyond what has been captured by psychometric mea-

surements on economic competitiveness and education,

there exists nuances to the two countries’ approaches to the

attainment of excellence. Developing each child to one’s

fullest potential takes on a different operations in each

country, translating into variations in the schooling expe-

riences for students in the two nations.

Finnish schools commenced in the 1960s committed to

holistic education. Given this historical backdrop, the

embracement of holistic education traditionally character-

izes established views of this initiative. Holistic education

in Finland was, thus, embodied by tacit teaching and

learning, rather than structured for by an aggregate of

multiple capacities. This approach mirrored the ‘‘second

wave’’ political economy of Finnish development:

Part of the reason why Finnish teachers are rich in

human capital is the fact that they themselves develop

the curriculum that they must deliver… Vision and

goals in Finnish schools are often implicit and shared

through daily acts of cooperation, rather than just set

out in a printed strategic plan. (Hargreaves and

Shirley 2012, p. 51).

By granting ‘‘collective autonomy’’ at the local levels, how

the young are to be schooled holistically is left to the civil

negotiations of the municipalities. That being said, school-

ing traditions in Finland are also subject to recalibration

due to changing economic demands and social composi-

tion. With the rising global economic competition and

ethnic diversity of its immigrant population, there is a

corresponding shift of emphasis toward an ‘‘education

supply targeted to labor market needs’’ (Ministry of

Education and Culture 2012, p. 26).

Being a postcolonial country, Singapore had inherited the

existing infrastructures from the British, including the

intensive focus on examination-based learning of academic

subjects. This strategy had served the Singapore economy

well, in that schooling of the young is well aligned with that of

the affluent first-wave industrialists of the time. Being reliant

on the foreign direct investments of the first-world multi-

national corporations, the schooling system has supplied

multicultural workers who well understood the requirements

of these corporations. Embarkation on the holistic education

journey was, thus, a recent phenomenon of the 21st century.

Given the key competencies of holistic child development

were already well established by the time, Singapore’s

approach was characterized by the targeted schooling of

children into the defined capacities (e.g., bilingual education,

ICT-infused curriculum, and partnership with parents) (see,

for example, Ministry of Education 2012a). In addition, given

the tried-and-tested success of precedent schooling methods,

examination-based teaching of academic subjects continues

alongside Singapore’s holistic education journey. For

instance, to encourage parental buy-into the notion of holistic

education, the Ministry of Education posted a news report

noting that research studies have shown that co-curricular

activities (CCAs) could contribute to improved academic

outcomes (Ministry of Education 2013).

Outline of This Inquiry

In the ensuing sections, we will outline the empirical

sources from which data have been collected to opera-

tionalize this inquiry on Finland and Singapore’s approa-

ches to holistic education. Observations on how

transformative learning is manifested through play in both

systems will be presented, and the examination of how they

reflect Finland’s changing educational landscape and the

holistic educational trajectory of Singapore will be dis-

cussed. Implications on the Singapore educational context

pertaining to holistic education will then be drawn to

conclude the paper.

Methods

Operationalization of Conceptual Framework

In order to get to the philosophical essence of holistic

education, observations were conducted and interpreted

from the phenomenological angle of the lived and

embodied realities of schooling among Finnish children of

two schools (SchoolA and SchoolB). (See Schutz 1967) In

this, we adapted the phenomenological approach by Niel-

sen (2006) toward the study of holistic education. Obser-

vations related to holistic education gathered in the Finnish

schools were compared with the Singapore educational

landscape for insights about the various social construc-

tions of schooling in the country. Photographs were taken

to capture the impressions emergent from the observations.

Where possible, observations were coupled with unstruc-

tured interviews with school leaders, teachers, and poli-

cymakers. This hermeneutic epistemology characterizes

our approach to the organization of empirical observations

into themes converging with our analytical framework of

holistic education.
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As this inquiry seeks to interpret social interactions and

the lived realities of children’s first-hand experiences, an

inductive approach was undertaken to make sense of how

observations piece together to inform about differentiated

approaches toward holistic education. These approaches

were then compared with the structural conditions experi-

enced by the two countries to provide a sociologically

informed explanation of the differentiated approaches.

Manifestations of transformative learning was sought

through play activities that had taken place within school

compounds. This included play that had been structured

for, and/or those that were encouraged, allowed, or dis-

couraged based on teacher’s tacit judgment of appropriate

playful behaviors. Community engagement has been op-

erationalized as the initiatives taken to better integrate the

school with the broader community networks. Examples of

observations included volunteer work, environmental

recycling projects, and provision of infrastructures to

encourage students to engage with the public domain.

Sampling

Participants engaged in this study comprise children

between the ages of 7 to 12 enrolled in primary schools

committed to holistic education, their teachers, and school

leaders. The selection criterion is based on the consider-

ation that holistic education is most impactful for the

younger age groups.

Selection of sites for primary data collection was based

on purposive sampling. SchoolA was selected to provide a

caricature of a ‘‘traditional’’ Finnish school, while SchoolB

was selected to provide a caricature of a ‘‘new’’ Finnish

school. The purpose of sampling these two different

schooling arrangements is to examine the dynamic devel-

opment of Finnish schooling systems, and to draw insights

about where Singapore schooling stands in this Finnish

trajectory.

Interviewees were selected by means of snowball sam-

pling, in that gatekeepers to the school visits had the

observers linked up with school personnel who are English

conversant, and on an availability basis. Moreover, as we

wanted to observe the schools in their naturalistic settings,

special care was invested on not creating too much dis-

ruption to normal classroom operations as much as possi-

ble. Interviewees were, thus, sampled on an availability

basis.

Ethics

Permission to take photographs for research was sought

from the primary data sites. Schools were informed of our

data collection efforts prior to the school visits, inclusive of

the intention to publish the photographs that we had taken

during the journey. School leaders had given their consent,

and had made explicit the importance of masking the faces

of the participants if captured on camera. Where possible,

the researchers were to take photographs with students’

back-facing the camera.

Data Analysis

Fieldnotes and photographs were compiled to facilitate the

primary data analysis. Observers and colleagues engaged in

four rounds of graphic elicitation exercise to countercheck

impressions of how the images shed insights about holistic

learning engagements of students. Implications on Singa-

pore endeavors toward holistic education were drawn from

these dialogs. The investigations took shape in the focus on

two realms of holistic education: play as transformative

learning and styles of community engagement.

Sample Profiles

SchoolA is a primary school located in an affluent suburb of

the Helsinki capital. The suburb within which it is situated

has a significant settlement of affluent descendants of

Swedish descent, with a 40:60 Swedish–Finnish ratio,

according to the Principal. He also shared that the dis-

tinction of a rich historical tradition is manifest, in the

plethora of historical knowledge of the community. Quot-

ing him, schooling is for the acquisition of the ‘‘tools for

good life,’’ which includes the learning of the ‘‘value of

human beings, nature and culture.’’ The wall of a long

hallway displayed the portraits of a long line of principals

who have served in the school. Parents of students were

mainly highly esteemed professionals, such as lawyers and

engineers. The municipality influence and involvement are

evident in the Principal’s discussion of community support

and redeployment of resources such as recycled computers

from the community to be used in classrooms.

SchoolB is located in a new district where buildings and

amenities are still under construction. Construction trucks

and heavy equipment vehicles peppered the school neigh-

boring vicinity. Upon query, our guide clarified the

socioeconomic profile of this district as ‘‘mixed,’’ with a

significant segment of students of working class and new

immigrant origins (e.g., Asia and Somalia). Situated in a

new community, the school sought to reach out and inte-

grate its neighboring residents with its enviable amenities.

Its library and recreational hall is open to the general

public, and the open and inviting main entrance impressed

upon this hospitality.

The Finnish National Board of Education (FNBE) is the

national agency and executive arm of the Ministry of

Education and Culture. FNBE provides the core curriculum

that consists of basic frameworks, values and guidelines for
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local implementations, and oversees the development of

education from pre-primary to upper secondary levels. The

interview was conducted with the intention of gaining

insights into recent educational concerns and initiatives.

Findings

As SchoolA offers the case for traditional conceptions of

holistic education, tenets of transformational learning and

community engagement of this school will first be pre-

sented. SchoolB offers the alternative vision of holistic

education emerging within Finnish education, which will

ensue. The situation of Singapore schools then follows

(Fig. 1).

Transformative Learning Through Play

SchoolA: ‘‘Learning through fun’’—unstructured play

As we entered SchoolA, we saw children running around,

screaming and laughing, without an end purpose in mind.

A boy kicked a ball out into the field, but he was not

involved in a game of soccer (see Picture 1). Perhaps play

may evolve into organized competitive soccer in near

future, but for then, it was purely spontaneous, unstructured

play with his friends. We exclaimed about the liveliness of

the children, and the Principal proudly proclaimed how

unstructured play embodies the fluidity of Finnish educa-

tion culture, ‘‘We teach our students how it is to live the

good life (see Picture 2). They have to be playing outside

during recess, not sitting down and playing with computers

indoors, which is forbidden during break-time.’’

In the classrooms of SchoolA, students were equally

spontaneous as those we have seen in the playground.

Hence, it took some getting-used-to on our part when we

saw teachers and the principal unfazed as students played

among themselves when lessons were in-progress. Yet, the

‘‘distractions’’ posed by the children’s playfulness

appeared to support learning. With our presence, some

students had decided to take a break from what they were

doing to engage in non-verbal intercultural communication

with us (e.g., smiles, giving us a peek of their worksheets,

walking over to the desk of their classmates to show who

are their friends, etc.). These playful exchanges inspired a

student to ask the teacher who we were and where we came

from. The teacher then showed the class the distance we

traveled from Singapore to Finland via Google maps (see

Picture 3). The play was unstructured for, and learning

points were unplanned and may not be useful for exams.

However, the curiosity for learning from being allowed to

engage with one’s environment, even those that had been

unplanned for, has indeed transformed the life-world of this

child, and the children who were situated in the classroom.

The SchoolA approach to transformative learning

reminded us of a proclamation made about the fluid nature

of Finnish education culture, ‘‘…we just pick things up, not

in a systematic way. These values are easy to find at the

national level… we have freedom in how we organize.’’

[Director of local municipality, cited in Hargreaves and

Shirley (2012), p. 51].

Through the observations at SchoolA, we came to

realize that ‘‘best behavior’’ may be culturally subjective.

In Singapore, students show interest in learning by being

targeted and purposive in their engagement with the lesson

Fig. 1 Overview of comparison on holistic education initiatives
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teacher conducts. At SchoolA, holistic education is

embodied in how the student plays with the environment,

including the visitors who were not intended as a part of the

learning configuration. Students are at their ‘‘best behav-

ior’’ when they adapt to new configurations in the learning

environment; in this instance, by showing they like and

welcome us, and are curious about finding out about us

through playing with us. However, unstructured play is not

the only means to sparking the learning curiosity of stu-

dents. As we visited SchoolB, we realized our preoccupa-

tion with being focused and purposive was not exclusive to

Singapore.

SchoolB and Singapore: ‘‘Fun Learning’’—structured play

SchoolB has shown us that alternatives to the unstructured

instructional and learning methods present at SchoolA exist

in Finnish schools. At SchoolB, students were quietly

seated in an orderly manner, studying in the classrooms,

just as one would observe in Singapore classrooms (see

Picture 4). While SchoolA had relied on curriculum and

activities designed by individual teachers, SchoolB selec-

ted textbooks teachers were to adopt, out of a range of

choices offered by the Finnish National Board of Educa-

tion. Likewise in Singapore, a nationalized curriculum is

guided by ministry-approved textbooks.

SchoolB facilities were structured for ‘‘fun learning.’’

The sprawling compounds housed state-of-the-art ICT

equipments, such as interactive whiteboards, new com-

puters, and visualizers (see Figs. 5 and 6) to enthuse and

familiarize students to using the newest technology to

support their learning. The auditorium doubles up as a

lunch hall with cleverly designed tables and chairs, which

can be easily dismantled and clustered for enhanced

mobility and storage. Basketball courts, gymnasiums,

dance studios, recreational rooms, and even a public

community library peppered the entire school compound to

ensure students are productively engaged.

Picture 1 Boy kicking a ball into the field

Picture 2 Running around in presence of principal and visitors

Picture 3 Where is Singapore on google? Picture 4 Focused on the worksheets

Holistic Education in Finland and Singapore 877

123



By providing for a wide range of amenities, the inspiration

to learn in a fun manner is cleverly integrated into the school

design. At the school playground, toys such as wheelbarrows

and tools are provided. We observed a child pushing a

wheelbarrow, role-playing being ‘‘hard at work’’ ferrying

barrows of sand to a site where her tools are located (see

Picture 7). In contrast to SchoolA, ‘‘structured play’’ ensures

that the intended positive values are inculcated through play.

The cost of structuring for play, however, is that unintended

engagements in play were not encouraged. In one of the

classrooms we visited, three children took turns to show us

how they could creatively fit themselves into the locked low

window spaces in their classrooms (see Picture 8). When the

teacher saw their act, they were spoken to in a firm tone to

return to their seats to resume their learning.

Although SchoolA and SchoolB are both Finnish schools,

the approach of SchoolB more resembled the instructional

and learning intentions of Singapore education. As a part of

the holistic education initiative, the Singapore Ministry of

Education, in its review on primary education (PERI)

(Ministry of Education 2009b) in 2009, has since put in place

a series of recommendations and implementations in an

attempt to reintroduce ‘‘play’’ and ‘‘fun learning’’ into pri-

mary schools. A greater emphasis on non-academic subjects

(e.g., sports and outdoor education, visual and performing

arts) was thus given in the new Program for Active Learning

(PAL). With that came ‘‘New Generation School Facilities’’

(Ministry of Education 2009a) such as redesigned class-

rooms, media hubs, outdoor amphitheaters, rock climbing

walls, and learning trails for outdoor experiential learning.

Students are offered opportunities and exposure for hands-on

learning to invoke their curiosity.

At Rulang Primary, the infusion of play elements into

learning needs to complement the existence of a national

Picture 5 Interactive whiteboard

Picture 6 LCD flat screen monitor and visualisers

Picture 7 Child pushing a wheelbarrow

Picture 8 Student fitting herself into a window space
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curriculum that prepares students for standardized exam-

inations. As student performance in examinations deter-

mines the chances of admission into one’s desired school,

parents need to be convinced that the introduction of non-

examinable components will not cost student examination

performance. Given the predefined parameter of learning

objectives, holistic education needs to be introduced in

more structured manner. Academic subjects are infused

with the fun element with structured play:

‘‘I think for our Robotics curriculum, we try to inte-

grate the core subjects. So we are not just building

robots, but we cultivate the learning of Mathematics,

English and Science for every level… it is through

fun learning that they actually grasp the concept

better.’’ (Cheryl Lim, Principal, Rulang Primary,

cited in Hargreaves and Shirley 2012, p. 73).

Play is designed to stimulate the learning of intended

outcomes. Apart from enabling students to excel in aca-

demic subjects, the intention is for more indirect means of

motivating learning, so as to hone Singapore students into

‘‘confident persons,’’ ‘‘self-directed learners,’’ ‘‘active

contributors,’’ and ‘‘concerned citizenry’’ (Ministry of

Education 2009c). Singapore’s efforts at strengthening

student commitment to community engagement further

reiterated the importance of civic responsibilities among its

students. Its approach, once again, mirrored the structured

approach of SchoolB, which is distinguished from that of

SchoolA.

Community Engagement Initiatives

SchoolA: Tacit Instillation of Community Awareness

At SchoolA, community engagement had taken shape as it

unfolded. When a computer recycling program was in

action, the school put the recycled computers to good use.

Old computers were upgraded and redeployed at SchoolA

to reduce carbon trails. As a result, classrooms were pop-

ulated with old recycled computers (see Picture 9). The

Principal showed us all the organically assembled ICT

equipment meant for mobile computing, derived from

recycled electronic parts.

When a grandparent dropped by to volunteer her services,

she was welcomed into the classrooms. The elderly lady was

observed to assist the teacher with supervision of the drawing

lesson (see Picture 10). While the children were drawing, the

elderly lady chatted with one student, asking the child’s

rationale of using blue for the outer ring of her originally

yellow and pink sun. The teacher elaborates on the role of

community volunteers in SchoolA, ‘‘Grandparents come

into help out in classes, share stories about Finnish heritage

and teach lessons alongside teachers.’’

Finnish education is renowned worldwide for its

emphasis on the inculcation of the values of equity and

inclusivity. SchoolA had instilled this philosophy in its

engagement with the community by bringing in community

values into the school compounds through tacit embodi-

ment of these messages. When the Principal showcased

how the school has given a new lease of life to old com-

puters, he role-modeled the value of caring for the envi-

ronment, as opposed to being overly trigger-happy in

possessing the latest technology. The presence of grand-

parents also reminds students of the realities of aging, yet

providing them with positive examples of graceful and

productive retirement.

SchoolB and Singapore: Structured Community

Engagement

As a new school in a newly settling-in community, organic

offerings of resources may not be as forthcoming. Com-

Picture 9 Classroom well equipped with ‘‘recycled’’ computers

Picture 10 Involvement of grandparents in classrooms
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munity initiatives, thus, took on a more programmatic and

intentional slant. In order to create greater linkages

between the school and the community within which it was

situated, the school facility was designed to encourage

public visitations. The main entrance of the school was

designed to be open and inviting. Tours of the school

compounds hosted to preschool children entice their desire

to enroll into this school. SchoolB was by design to be an

integral part of the community, rather than a compound

isolated from public life. The school library (see Pic-

ture 11) and recreational center (see Picture 12), are open

to public access, ‘‘…people come to use our facilities

regardless of whether they have children here. It is the

municipality’s decision to build the school this way:

inclusive and open.’’

As with SchoolB, community engagement in Singapore

schools is largely structured for. However, the direction of

these programs is more aptly described as ‘‘community

outreach’’ than would SchoolA or SchoolB. Rather than

bringing in the community into the school environment,

Singapore schools prevalently take students out to immerse

in the community. Perhaps due to the limited space of the

Singapore school compounds (not to mention of the entire

country), the national orientation tends to be more outward

looking.

There has been an increased focus on character devel-

opment in Singapore schools. Singapore students chalk up

points that would enhance their chances in school, uni-

versity, and scholarship enrolments from participation in

the Community Involvement Program (CIP) (Ministry of

Education 2010). They engage in their choice volunteer

work activity, be it helping out in the old folk’s home or

giving their support in the Singapore-hosted Youth

Olympics in 2009. Many Singapore schools have extended

their CIPs overseas, in the form of community service in

less developed countries (Ministry of Education 2008). As

an effort to hone responsible global citizenry, students of

Rulang Primary do their part for orphanages in Cambodia

(Hargreaves & Shirley 2012, p. 75). Currently, students in

Singapore schools complete a mandatory of six hours of

community services per year (Ministry of Education 2010).

In 2010, MOE unveiled programs for bringing stronger

community integration into schools, very much like

SchoolB’s community engagement practices. (Ministry of

Education 2011) Farrer Park Primary School, for example,

was piloted to co-locate with the Pek Kio Community

Center. School facilities can be accessed by the public after

school hours and run programs together with the school.

Discussion

Context and Culture

Through the examples of Finland and Singapore, there

appears to be many pathways to educational success.

Excellence is within reach insofar as nations possess the

spirited resolve, be it in the economic or the education

realm, whether in international benchmarks or in holistic

education. While holistic education is uncontroversial in its

benefit to a child’s development, its philosophy and prac-

tice is subject to contextualization.

Students of SchoolA embodied the unstructured

approach to holistic education. Unstructured play requires

of students to find their own routes to stimulate curiosity in

learning, which characterizes organic forms of transfor-

mative learning. Community engagement takes shape as

the school interacts with random persons or organizations.

There is a lesson to be learnt in every encounter. Hence, for

Picture 11 School community library Picture 12 Recreational hall within SchoolB
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learning to be holistic, it ought to be left as amorphous as

possible (i.e., learn all there is to learn). However, this is

not the only view in holistic education.

In the Singapore example, students play with the pur-

pose of acquiring specific skill-sets. In recent years, much

work is dedicated to addressing the PERI studies recom-

mendation on reform for holistic learning. In a bid to better

prepare children for ‘‘the test of life,’’ as opposed to ‘‘the

life of test,’’ education in Singapore now seeks to prepare

every child to be ready for life and living, rather than to

game the examination system (Ministry of Education 2005,

2012c). The fun element enthuse students to combine skill-

sets to invoke holistic learning. Likewise, community ini-

tiatives serve broader national agendas. The selection of

Cambodia as the site for honing student community

awareness, for instance, serves to inculcate within the

young about ‘‘an increasing need for Singaporeans to adopt

a global outlook’’ (Ministry of Education 2008, p. 3).

Lending a helping hand to a proximate neighbor also serves

to remind of the social obligations of Singaporeans as

‘‘they perform the regional roles of their companies and

businesses’’ (Tan Ching Yee, Permanent Secretary of

Education 2008, p. 5).

Although similarly located in Finland as SchoolA,

SchoolB embeds the learning of positive values within

structured play, as did Singapore. The investment of efforts

‘‘with purpose’’ and a tinge of fun aims to bring out pro-

ductive forms of curiosity (e.g., curiosity that will result in

learning), while minimizing curiosity that may incite dis-

ruptive behavior (e.g., distracting others from paying

attention to the teacher).

In the three cases, schools have exercised their choices

of personalized journeys to holistic education, based on

varied values of what is deemed worthy of adoption. Some

choices may align more strongly than others with tradi-

tional notions of what encompasses holistic education.

However, we refrain from concluding that an array of

choices is arbitrarily available, and can bear the same fruits

of success wherever the seeds of holistic education have

been planted.

SchoolA had sought to achieve holism in learning

through ‘‘organic solidarity’’ (Durkheim 1997). Students

find their own connections with the learning environment

and it is trusted that positive outcomes will form, as the

environment is believed to essentially comprise benign

elements. This approach is made viable by the school

location in an upper-middle class neighborhood, resided

predominantly by highly esteemed professionals (‘‘lawyers

and engineers,’’ according to the Principal). Predisposed by

positive socialization from the family, curiosity, even

without guidance, is more likely to land a child in positive

epiphanies than dire straits. SchoolA could well afford

pricier conspicuous consumption, but rejected this route to

impress as it does not require snob appeal to qualify its

already strongly backed credentials. Opting for ‘‘shabby

chic’’ would be understandably observed as the ‘‘green

choice’’ that raises little concern about whether the school

may appear ‘‘needy’’ of funding. SchoolA exemplified an

open and organic Finnish education, which had taken root

within a social context that harkens back to the days when

Finnish society was much less confronted by the com-

plexities it encounters today. Although much has changed

in today’s Finland, the school tradition is well established

in its cultural capital and nestled within a neighborhood

well endowed to support the continuity of the Finnish

schooling heritage. As the ‘‘realization of the norm,’’

SchoolA ‘‘manifests the ease given by self-assurance’’

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 658) at dispensing with the need to

structure for holistic education, yet be able to best

approximate it, at least in how the notion is predominantly

defined. Bourdieu’s observation of the interaction between

family and schooling effectively sums up SchoolA’s

enactment of transformative learning and community

engagement:

Academic capital is in fact the guaranteed product of

the combined effects of cultural transmission by the

family and cultural transmission by the school (the

efficiency of which depends on the amount of cultural

capital directly inherited from the family) [sic]

(Bourdieu 1980, p. 230), p. 230.

As the pioneer of holistic education, SchoolA enacted

holistic education without the need to profess this

endeavor. Yet, not all schools in Finland manifested this

embodiment. SchoolB has provided the countervailing

example. Global pressure is mounting for strong external

accountability systems mandating school performance

benchmarking.

According to FNBE officials interviewed as a part of our

observations, the board is currently concerned about stan-

dards and benchmarks, as with ministries worldwide. The

desire for ‘‘hardworking programs’’ and concerns over

competitiveness in international benchmarks echo similar

concerns espoused by Singapore’s education ministry.

SchoolB, it appears, is symbolic of Finland at the cusp of

change. Students of SchoolB embodied the new concerns to

structure for a more competitive Finland. Play is structured to

stimulate curiosity in areas of identified value. Students

experience transformative learning in defined settings.

Community engagement elements in SchoolB serve to pro-

vide for specific needs required by residents of its sur-

rounding neighborhood. Municipalities have the autonomy

to decide, and the different negotiation outcomes as to how

the young are best schooled made sense to the municipalities

of SchoolA and SchoolB differently due to the structural and

demographical make-up of the two communities.
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SchoolB is located in a neighborhood comprising mid-

dle to lower-middle class households. Being a new neigh-

borhood comprising a significant number of households of

recent immigrants of multicultural backgrounds, residents

are still in the process of finding an identity in this locale.

Faced with different structural conditions, schooling

arrangements at SchoolB have adapted to the new imper-

atives faced by Finnish communities. Competitiveness

aside, with a significant population of multicultural stu-

dents forming its student population, play and community

engagement arrangements, for instance, need to be struc-

tured for to encourage intercultural understanding. Holistic

education, thus, adopts a Foucaultian slant of grooming

self-motivated individuals and positive family environ-

ments via external intervention (Foucault 1991). Hence, the

school plays an instrumental role of supporting individuals

and families to build a community.

SchoolA and SchoolB provided a juxtaposition of how

changing contexts resulted in adaptive measures, including

the practice of holistic education. Joining the ranks of

schools with the open and organic character commonly

associated with Finnish education, are the new multicul-

tural schools with a schooling tradition that resonates with

Singapore’s: structured, targeted and purposive. The two

cases go to show that cultural practices are shaped by

context, which, although distinctive and enduring, is

nonetheless socially constructed, dynamic, and subject to

reinvention. The historical circumstances of Finland as a

second-wave industrial nation shaped the legacy Finnish

schools are renowned for, and SchoolA embodied this

tradition. It was a conscious social decision that worked,

and continues to do so, for the larger collective. However,

with Finland’s tighter integration into global networks,

traditional Finnish schooling practices became challenging

to maintain for some communities (Ministry of Education

and Culture 2013; Niemi 2005). SchoolB has shown that

cultures are adaptive and, in their case, the schooling cul-

ture of Finland has been customized to meet the schooling

needs of their community.

Implications for Singapore

In order to make sense of Singapore holistic education, it is

important to examine the context within which this initia-

tive had taken shape. Separated by just a decade of

development, but exposed to drastic changes in global

conditions, Singapore, nonetheless, found its imperative to

respond to the competitive advantage with much more

urgency than would Finland. The new trajectory for holistic

education, hence, adopted a different set of permutations

from SchoolA, and found itself more aligned with

SchoolB’s. Competitiveness is accepted as the necessary

evil for the minimization of wastage in the new global

atmosphere of economic prudence. Kwok is exact in

pointing out that postcolonial nations aspiring to ‘‘leap-

frog’’ out of the third world cannot afford the luxury of

time (Kwok 1998, p. 5). Having an effective ‘‘develop-

mental state’’ has much to do with Singapore’s success, but

being expeditious also meant some degrees of sacrifice in

the realm of spontaneity (Low 2001).

Much has transpired over five decades since Singapore’s

tumultuous historical experience. Even as it achieves top

rankings in many international benchmarks and economic

affluence, the determination carries on to reform learning

through holistic education, albeit customized to Singa-

pore’s structural context. Singapore’s involvement with

regard to holistic education, at the present, is at its nascent

stages. It represents an aspiration to do better in the edu-

cation realm, for the holistic development of the nation’s

children. Transformative learning is enacted where ele-

ments of play are infused into the curriculum to ‘‘ignite the

joy of learning’’ (Heng Swee Keat, Minister for Education

2012b). Community engagement is rolled out under the

Character & Citizenship Education (CCE) program. The

initiatives, as elucidated by the two examples, are specifi-

cally and intentionally structured for. Nonetheless, holistic

education endeavors in Singapore does differ from pro-

grams in the previous decades in the adoption of a gradual

implementation pace. (Heng 2013) Issues about program

depth and sustainability have become a central concern of

structured initiatives, in contrast to the rapid and efficient

characters of previous programs.

Changes in the country’s political economy from third

world to first had made it possible for the nation to adjust

its schooling approaches to fine-tune the balance between

structure and agency. However, it may be unrealistic to

expect Singapore to ‘‘toe-the-line’’ eventually with tradi-

tional Finnish practices, as their imperatives of holistic

education differ. Neither does Finnish education remain a

static construct with the mounting exposure to globaliza-

tion, which had brought into effect changes that we are

witnessing in SchoolB.

For better or worse, education systems worldwide are

confronted by harsh realities of having to prepare students

for the new world order of rising complexity and diversity.

This may require changes in accustomed ways of school-

ing. On Singapore’s part, it is the imperative of tempering

absolutist assumptions of traditional examination-based

learning with a more constructivist slant. Indeed, compe-

tencies are identifiable by specific domains (e.g., socio-

emotional, intellectual, and embodied). However, the syn-

thesis of competencies can neither be structured for by

external parties, nor expected to enjoin without the infusion

of meaning and prior knowledge by the individual (Chan

2001). Educational competitiveness can adopt a realist

stance of recognizing that while learning cannot be passive,
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it can be structured for to best approximate and support

active knowledge construction. Individual knowledge

construction and externally structured learning need not be

mutually exclusive.

Conclusion

Esteemed historian, Wang (2014), has this to say about

cultural authenticity: ‘‘It may be true that ultimately all

politics is local. But it is even more important to recognize

that the most resilient and meaningful cultures are also

local: grown on one’s land and close to one’s home.’’ The

conclusion of this paper, therefore, is not to prove which

system is better. Rather, we work toward revealing the

contextual conditions under which learning is to flourish

upon the largest possible segment of the population, given

the consensus reached between an active negotiation

between state and society. As with the cases of SchoolA

and SchoolB in Finland, the same access to municipal

influence may produce divergent educational outcomes.

Similarly, opening the access to state-society negotiations

in Singapore may still result in the same decision for a

structured approach to holistic education.

Educational trajectories ought to adapt to the psyches

that inform the landscape. This psyche shapes assumptions

about learning, the imperatives of education systems, and

schooling experiences. Indeed, structure drives behavior.

However, rather than ruminate over the constraints, the

cases raised in this inquiry have elected to do the best for

education. If people have control over decisions that will

impact their lives, and some control over the costs they are

willing to bear in return for the benefits that they aspire to

reap, then, the chances of effective and responsible com-

munity stewardship is more likely (Niemi 2012). Where

people gain experience over making real and informed

decisions, they get better at owning these decisions as a

community.
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