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Regional Workshop on Curriculum Development  

for Moral Education at the First Level of Education in Asia 

20 May – 19 June 1975 

Tokyo, Japan 

 

Moral Education in Singapore* 

Moral Education, we call it “Education for Living”. 

1.  Objectives 

1.1 Education for Living (EFL) is a nation-wide moral education project first 
introduced in all schools at the first level in the Republic in January, 1974.  As 
an integrated subject incorporating Civics, History and Geography, this new 
subject has been conceived in the context of the Republic’s geographical 
environment, historical and cultural heritage (1) as well as the needs of an 
industrializing and urbanizing society. 

 1.2 Central to EFL are the following three overall aims:- 

a) To make our pupils fully aware of the purpose and importance of 
nation-building, and to be conscious of their responsibilities in nation-
building as loyal and patriotic citizens.  

b) To guide our pupils towards a clearer understanding of our historical 
background and geographical environment, and the treasured values 
of both Eastern and Western traditions. 

c) To make our pupils understand the relations between man and his 
social and natural environment, and to help them lead a meaningful 
and useful life in a rapidly changing industrialized society. 

1.3 To achieve the above, the development of EFL is guided by the following 
considerations: 

a) To emphasize the nation more than the family and the group more 
than the individual. 

b) The development of the child as a person shall be guided by universal 
values with focus on Asian values. 

c) The development of the child as a citizen shall be guided by the 
principles of equality, justice and brotherhood in our multiracial 
society. 

1.4 Fifty ter-mu’s (德目) or topics for civic-training have been selected as a form 
of specifications of the overall aims.  These ter-mu’s are considered the set of 
core values desirous of the younger generation of Singaporeans.  Examples 
of these ter’mu’s are patriotism, diligence, honesty, thrift, civic-mindedness, 
co-operation, neighbourliness, kindness, humanity, and justice. 



1.5 The ter-mu’s interact with knowledge of the past and present conditions and 
activities of the nation to form the substance for learning and are organized 
into themes. (Table 1) 

2. Nature and Approach 

2.1 In EFL, the ter-mu’s serve as focal ideas for co-ordinating subject matter of 
Civics, History, and Geography.  EFL is however essentially a course of 
Civics at Primary I and II levels. 

2.2 All primary school children in the Republic will be taught EFL by gradual 
implementation.  The schedule is as follow:  

 

Level (2) Year of implementation 
     7-year course       6-year course 

Primary I & II 
Primary III 
Primary IV 
Primary V 
Primary VI 
Primary VII 

 1974 
 1975 
 1976 
 1977 
 1978 
 1979 

 1974 
 1975 
 1976 
 1977 

 

2.3 EFL is taught in Chinese (Mandarin), Malay and Tamil; English is not used as 
a medium of instruction for this subject.  In other words, children learn EFL in 
the languages of their respective ethnic groups.  They are taught by 
classroom teachers who more often than not also teach the languages. 

2.4 Teaching time per week is 3 periods (each of 35 of 40 minutes) for Primary I 
& II, 5 for Primary III & IV, and 7 for Primary V and higher. 

2.5 The production of a series of Education for Living Textbooks is the major task 
of the project.  Each of the lessons, besides imparting some moral or social 
knowledge believed to be appropriate for children at a particular level, serves 
as a point of departure from which attitude and or action may be developed 
by way of story-telling, discussion, dramatization and role-playing, drawing 
and painting, inquiry, collecting pictorial materials, and self-evaluation of own 
behaviour.  In addition, songs based on EFL texts are specially composed to 
provide yet another activity for children.  Moreover, the learning of selected 
lessons of EFL are reinforced through the educational television programmes. 

2.6 In the writing of EFL texts, there is a conscious effort to control the language 
level.  To maintain the children’s interest, various styles have been employed 
in writing EFL texts.  These include stories, rhymes, drama, conversation, and 
simple narratives.  Moreover, emphasis is more on the positive examples 
than on the negative ones, so that children have a clear idea of what is 
expected of them.  However, negative examples are used occasionally to 
provide contrast or to highlight a point. 

2.7 In order to assist teachers in effective teaching of EFL, teacher’s manuals are 
prepared to accompany the textbooks.  In these, more specific aims are spelt 
out and expected outcomes specified.  Preparatory, development, and 
summing-up activities are suggested.  Supplementary background 



information are included where necessary so that the teachers will be able to 
see the significance of a particular lesson in its proper and wider perspective 
as well as feel more confident in guiding the children learn.  These manuals 
are however meant to be suggestive rather than prescriptive. 

2.8 Over and above classroom teaching of EFL, schools hold regular assemblies 
and extra-curricular activities as a form of civic-training.  Besides, schools 
organize from time to time competitions, campaigns and like activities, either 
within individual schools or in connection with national projects.  All these 
reinforce classroom teaching of EFL and provide a practicum for the children. 

2.9 Attention has also been accorded to the so-called ‘hidden curriculum’.  In 
addition to the explicitly expressed values, illustrations are used to promote 
subconscious learning of certain values.  For instance, the message of racial 
harmony is carried by drawing showing parents, children, and teacher of 
various ethnic groups in interaction.  Again, in line with the nation’s population 
policy, the ideal of a nuclear family with a couple and two children is 
suggested by picture of family life.  

2.10 Curriculum reform needs community support.  To this end, forums on the 
need for EFL and the way parents could contribute to its success were 
telecast through the television.  These forums involved not only Ministry 
officials but also school principals and parents.  Views were exchanged and 
problems discussed. 

2.11 As EFL materials are being prepared for Primary IV and higher, children at 
these levels continue with their learning of Civics, History and Geography as 
three separate subjects.  However, to reinforce learning of Civics, a series of 
programmes based on EFL themes are made available through the 
educational television service. 

3. In-service Training 

3.1 The developers are aware of the truism that a curriculum could not be better 
than the teachers who implement it.  In-service training of EFL teachers has 
therefore been very much a matter of concern to the developers.  Soon after 
EFL was launched, teachers were invited to workshops to discuss problems 
arising in the teaching of EFL and to seek solutions.  Participants were also 
introduced to various classroom teaching techniques via audio-visual aids 
and simulated teaching sessions. 

3.2 More formal training takes the form of a 30-hour in-service course.  The main 
topics dealt with include:- 

 a) The need and rationale for EFL. 

 b) EFL and behavioural objectives. 

 c) The course structure of EFL and its development. 

d) The preparation of EFL Textbooks and teacher’s manuals and their 
uses. 

 e) Moral development of the child and the adolescent. 

 f) Strategies for teaching EFL. 



 g) The ideal-reality conflicts in the teaching of EFL. 

 h) Evaluation classroom teaching of EFL. 

As can be seen from these topics, a balance between theoretical and technical 
aspects in moral education is attempted.  In addition to  lectures and discussions, 
participants are guided in the study of moral judgement of young children and in the 
preparation of aids, especially simulation games. 

3.3 Not only teachers undergo in-service training, developers of the project also 
continuously improve their professional skills and knowledge by taking part in 
workshops conducted by their colleagues and by visiting experts in the field of 
moral education. 

4. Evaluation 

4.1 In the development of EFL, evaluation is a continuous process by which 
useful information is collected.  Teachers are actively involved in this aspect 
of the project.  They contribute by taking part in the try-out of draft texts and 
by providing feedback on the published materials.  More specifically, teachers 
are invited to comment on the concepts presented in the texts, the content 
through which the concepts are presented, the styles of presentation, the 
language and the illustrations.  Opinions on the activities suggested in the 
manuals are also sought.  Teachers also report on the children’s responses to 
the lessons. 

4.2 Testing of pupils represents another facet of evaluation.  The EFL syllabus, 
textbooks, and the teacher’s manuals were used as the main sources to 
generate behavioural objectives which in turn formed the basis for writing 
test-items.  A battery of eleven attitude scales and three knowledge tests 
were tried out and are being item-analysed. 

4.3 Rating of pupil behaviours represents yet another facet of evaluation in this 
project.  In order to collect baseline data so that the effectiveness of the 
project can be evaluated at a later stage, teachers were requested to rate a 
purposive sample of children on behaviours related to certain ter-mu’s. 

5. Problems Encountered and their Solutions 

5.1 The development of EFL is not without problems.  Chief of these is the 
emphasis to be placed in the tripartism of Civics, History, and Geography.  
There is then the problem of keeping a reasonable balance between affective 
and cognitive learning in such a moral education project like EFL.  Closely 
related to the second problem is the choice of approaches appropriate to 
children of different degrees of maturity at different levels. 

5.2 As EFL is an integrated subject involving Civics, History and Geography, the 
very first problem encountered by the developers is the question of relative 
emphasis.  This problem is resolved by the rationalization that the basic 
concern here is the development of moral attitudes and behaviour, and that 
learning of History and Geography is instrumental but not an end in and of 
itself.  Thus, in practical terms, ter-mu’s become the central ideas of the 
course whereas learning of historical and geographical skills and knowledge 
is incidental, introduced if and when such learning is deemed helpful to the 
acquisition of the desired moral-social values and or behaviour.  The 



developers are fully aware of the probable side-effects on the attainment of 
History and Geography if these subjects are regarded as two academic 
disciplines.  It is nevertheless believed that priority has to be set; the price 
might be worth paying for more effective teaching of values and attitudes, in 
view of the criticisms directed at other courses of social studies which render 
teaching of values implicit and hence uncertain or even obscure. 

5.3 Effective teaching calls for a plan which takes into account not only the value 
of selected subject matter but also the learnability of such substance.  The 
balance attempted between the affective and the cognitive aspects in EFL is 
an application of this principle.  In other words, with the overall aims (para 
1.2) and  the principles (para 1.3) adopted for EFL clear in view, the 
curriculum is planned with due consideration for both the needs of the nation 
and the psycho-educational characteristics of the child which determine to a 
large extent the learnability of selected subject matter at different levels.  It is 
apparent from Table 2, which shows the distribution of content, that the more 
concrete and immediate (to the child) precede the more abstract and remote 
and that the themes are repeated at appropriate juncture or are spread 
throughout. 

5.4 To be congruent with the above, at the lower levels (i.e. Primary I & II) direct 
teaching which entails telling the children what to do and what not to do 
prevails.  And, from Primary III onward there is a gradual transition to more 
indirect teaching, more information, and more inquiry.  This gradual change 
from irrational conditioning to intellectual insights is believed to be consistent 
with the trend of moral development of the child – from heteronomous to 
autonomous morality.  It has to be pointed out however that relevant 
knowledge is not to be acquired for its own sake here but as a means to the 
desired end – the learning of moral values and behaviour, so that these will 
have a solid cognitive anchorage. 

5.5 By way of illustration, the development of the theme “Our Nation” is described 
below. 

With Singapore being a newly independent sovereign state with brief history 
and multiplicity in social-cultural heritage, the cultivation of patriotism and 
loyalty is understandably a national exigency.  It has therefore been decided 
to ‘teach’ these virtues right from the very beginning of the EFL course and 
through Primary VI. 

At the lowest levels of Primary I & II, children learn to be cognizant of the 
State Flag, the National Anthem, and the fact that the Singapore people are 
composed of a few major ethnic groups, each with its own festivals the 
celebration of which are frequently participated by people from other ethnic 
groups.  Children are also inculcated with the needs for National Service and 
the love for locally manufactured products.  Moreover, pictures and drawings 
of scenic places in the Republic are used to elicit positive feelings of the child 
towards the nation. 

At the Primary III level, the point last made is further developed and enriched 
with more information, contrasting in an elementary way the past and the 
present with explicit emphasis on the contribution of the blue-collar workers 
and that of the forefathers.  From Primary IV upward, the history of the 



Republic will be traced, not necessarily in a chronological sequence but 
thematically, culminating at the Primary VI level in a familiarisation of the 
present political system, the Government, and the nation’s achievement. 

It is apparent from this instance that an attempt is being made to attain a 
match, however imperfect it may be, between the subject matter (knowledge 
and attitudes) on the one hand and the learner on the other. 

6. The Problem Ahead 

6.1 Research in moral education has been quite fruitful especially over the past 
decade.  With the insights afforded by theorisation and empirical 
investigations in the field, moral education has gained new impetus and will 
live a new life. 

6.2 Moral values and behaviour do not develop in vacuum; they emerge with the 
day-to-day interaction between the child and the people around him.  What 
formal teaching can achieve, or hope to achieve, is to train him early enough 
so that he will acquire a set of desired behaviours and to educate him in such 
a manner that he will programme himself for actions appropriate to various 
situations.  Needless to say, whether the behaviours learned will be sustained 
and whether the programmes will be executed depends on many and varying 
factors much of which beyond the school’s control, in terms of time and 
space.  It is nevertheless the responsibility of education to do what is believed 
to be the best and to achieve this in a manner believed to be the more 
effective. 

6.3 Moral education is notoriously difficult, and moral education in Singapore is 
made doubly difficult by the fact that Singapore, due to its geographical 
position, is an open society constantly influenced by social-cultural changes 
of the East as well as the West, is very much exposed to the political-
economical fluctuations in the world at large, and due to its historical 
background, is heterogenous in its heritage. 

6.4 Notwithstanding these foreseeable difficulties, EFL hopes to inculcate in the 
younger generation of Singaporeans a set of values which are the best of the 
two worlds, the East and the West, that may guide them in their future 
relations with fellow human beings and with nature. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Table 1 : Themes in ‘Education for Living’ 

Themes Content Ter-mu 
(Examples) 

1. Our Nation National Flag, National 
Anthem and National 
Service. The Singapore 
people. Brief survey of the 
Republic’s history, present 
political system and 
achievement. 
 

Patriotism, perseverance, 
courage and justice. 

2. Our Society  
(Social Services) 
 

Various social services 
available in the Republic 
provided by governmental 
and voluntary institutions. 
 

Responsibility, co-operation, 
lawfulness and courtesy. 

3. Our Family Life in the family and the 
neighbourhood.  Elementary 
concepts of family history 
and structure.  Family 
planning and consumer 
education. 
 

Familiar piety, 
neighbourliness, thrifts, and 
cleanliness. 

4. Our School Life and learning in the 
school. The sociological 
structure of the school. The 
aims and functions of school 
education and the courses 
available at the secondary 
level. 
 

Respect, friendliness, 
creativity and punctuality.  

5. Our Life Bio-social needs of the 
individuals and how they are 
met. The need for a 
progressive, disciplined, 
collective, harmonious, 
happy and gracious life. 
 

Civic-mindedness, safety, 
self-respect and tolerance. 

6. Our Work Various occupations 
essential to an orderly and 
prosperous society. 
 

Diligence, creativity, co-
operation and honesty. 

7. Our Cultures Festivals and customs of 
various ethnic groups in the 
Republic. The major 
religions practised in the 
Republic. Music, dances, art 
and languages. 

Respect, peace, 
progressiveness, and 
creativity. 



 
 
 
 

8. Our Environment The Republic’s geographical 
environment and its relation 
to daily life. Anti-pollution – 
water, air, coastline, and 
noise. 
 

Civic-mindedness, 
cleanliness, 
neighbourliness, and health. 

9. Our World The neighbouring countries 
(ASEAN). Countries beyond 
the ASEAN. The United 
Nations. 
 

Peace, co-operation, rights, 
and duties. 

10. Our Models Biographies of celebraties of 
both the East and the West, 
chosen for their exemplary 
behaviour and or their 
contributions to humanity. 
 

Loyalty, perseverance, 
peace and freedom. 

11. Our Moral Issues Various life situations 
involving moral dilemmas 
likely to be encountered by 
the pupils. 
 

Honest vs. co-operation, 
and obedience vs. civic-
mindedness. 

 

Table 2 :  Themes over Levels 

 

 
Theme 

Primary 
I II III IV V VI VII 

1.   Our Nation + + + + + +  
2.   Our Society   + + + + + 
3.   Our Family + + +    + 
4.   Our School + + + +   + 
5.   Our Life + + + + + + + 
6.   Our Work    + +   
7.   Our Cultures     + +  
8.   Our Environment     + + + 
9.   Our World      + + 
10. Our Models    + + +  
11. Our Moral Issues      + + 

 

 + Theme developed at the level. 

 

Notes: 

 (1) Situated at the southern end of the Straits of Malacca, Singapore is 136.8 
kilometres north of the Equator. It has a total land area of 584.3 square kilometres and had a 
population of 2.2 millions (June 1973) of which 76.1% were Chinese, 15.1% Malays, and 



6.9% Indians, Pakistanis and Sri Lankans.  The density of population was 3700 persons to a 
square kilometres.  With the multiplicity of ethnic composition, the Republic is rich in its 
cultural heritage.  Singapore became a sovereign, democratic and independent nation in 
1965. 

 (2) Under the re-structured system, the normal length of primary education is 7 
years, though some abler children may complete their first level education in 6 years.  The 
curriculum for the normal 7-year programme and the shortened 6-year programme is the 
same. 
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