
Opening Remarks: 
Inaugural Dr Ruth Wong 
Memorial Lecture 

I don't think that the late Dr Ruth Wong has 
really left us. Physically, yes. But, in spirit, 
she is very much with us, in the sense that 
many of us are still guided by some of her 
seminal ideas. Unfortunately, many of her 
ideas could not be implemented during her 
lifetime, for she was too far ahead of her time, 
but, with patience and perseverance, it might 
yet be possible to advance some of her valu- 
able ideas. 

When Dr Wong joined the Ministry of Educa- 
tion in 1969, the first major task she under- 
took was to convene a Conference of School 
Principals on "Sacred Cows of Education". 
In examining with principals some commonly 
accepted notions about teaching and learn- 
ing, she managed to demolish a few sacred 
cows. One point she stressed was that the 
good method cannot be divorced from know- 
ledge of content. What determines a good 
method is not its paraphernalia of instruc- 
tional aids, but the change it produces in 
learning behaviour resulting in significant 
gains in achievement. 

When she came over to the former TTC as 
its Principal in 1971, it was in the same 
spirit that she went about challenging what 
Bloom has called the "innocence" we held 
about education and teacher training. This 
loss of innocence on our part was one aspect 
of the educative process that she started at 
the former TTC. 

Caught in the flow of events, Dr Wong was 
the reluctant midwife when the Institute of 
Education came into being on a rather 
auspicious date, 1 April 1973. She became IE's 
first Director. It was a natural choice, even 
though IE had a somewhat unnatural birth. 

She had tremendous energy and resourceful- 
ness. No challenge was too daunting for her. 
One specific challenge came in 1975. in the 
wake of the re-structure of the education 
system. Because of the re-structure, when 
teachers were expected to have an under- 
standing of the basic concepts of assessment 
and evaluation so that primary pupils would 
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be channelled into the type of secondary 
education and training appropriate to their 
interest and aptitude, Dr Wong mounted a 
massive Evaluation Course for Primary 
School Teachers to train, between 1975 & 
1976, 2,500 teachers from the 4 language 
streams in the basic skills and techniques 
of evaluation. 

I must confess that I do not have firsthand 
knowledge of the innovations she introduced 
into the education system in Singapore. For- 
tunately, her activities and thinking have been 
recorded in her monograph entitled Educa- 
tional Innovation in Singapore, which was 
published by UNESCO. One aspect of her 
"philosophy" was her insistence on teacher 
training meeting the needs of the teacher 
and the pupil in the classroom. On this point, 
she never compromised. 

My associations with Dr Wong were mainly 
at the University of Malaya, where she was 
again the first Dean of Education some two 
decades ago. Even at that time, one of her 
main preoccupations had been to share with 
teachers some of the more innovative ideas 
which excited her. This series of memorial 
lectures is therefore a fitting tribute to her 
contributions to education and, of course, 
an attempt to perpetuate her vision. 

It is indeed appropriate that a person of 
considerable stature - and I don't mean 
just physically - has consented to deliver 
the inaugural lecture. I am referring, of course, 
to Dr Robert Dreeben, who is currently a 
Professor of Education and Sociology at the 
University of Chicago. Among his numerous 
publications are a report with Neal Gross on 
The Role of School Principals in 1965, a 
book entitled On What is Learned in School 
published in 1968, an article in the Harvard 
Educational Review in 1969 on "The Contri- 
bution of Schooling to the Learning of 
Norms", another book on The Nature of 
Teaching in 1970, an article on "Contempo- 
rary Views on Education" in The Encyclopae- 
dia of Education in 1971, another article on 
"The School as a Workplace" in the Second 



Handbook of Research on Teaching in 1973, 
an article on "Instruction in the Classroom" in 
the Review of Research in Education 5 in 1978, 
a book CO-authored with J Alan Thomas on 
The Analysis of Educational Productivity: 
Issues in Microanalysis published in 1980 
and more recently another book CO-authored 
with his wife, Rebecca Barr, on How Schools 
Work, which has just been published this 
year. It would be quite pointless for me to 
continue enumerating the rest of Dr Dreeben's 
most impressive publications. More to the 
point is the fact that we have in him a very 

eminent scholar who is at the same time very 
much in touch with grassroots concerns. 
Equally significant perhaps is the fact that 
Dr Dreeben was a contemporary of Dr Ruth 
Wong, for they both received their doctorates, 
albeit in different fields, from Haward Univer- 
sity in 1962. 

It therefore gives me the greatest pleasure 
in calling on Dr Dreeben to share with us 
some of his more recent thoughts on teaching 
and learning. 


