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MORAL EDUCATION 
AND THE TEACHER 

ROBERT BALHETCHET 

Moral Education has yet to acquire "respectability" in  
Singapore school circles. Although obligatory in the school 
curriculum, it is not a subject for examination (fortunately!). True 
to the Singapore scholastic mentality, however, this very fact 
relegates it to the category "unimportant", prompting such 
observations as "waste of time!" and "won't get you the better 
job!" 

One can perhaps excuse, somewhat lamely, those who voice 
such observations on the grounds that they have not actually 
understood what Moral Education is, in  the first place. "Lamely", 
we said, because ignorance does not exonerate the ignorant from 
responsibility - a principle which would be learned in Moral 
Education. 

Those who attempt a more "learned" approach to the place 
of Moral Education on the school curriculum, claim that Moral 
Education is not taught but caught, and hence, there is no need to 
set aside teaching time for something that cannot be taught 
anyway. The proponents of this position then go on to speak 
surreptitiously of some sort of "cloak-and-dagger" hidden 
curriculum which would insidiously permeate the entire school 
set-up. The net result of this "espionage" type of Moral Education 
is that it becomes so hidden in the curriculum that it cannot be 
found at all! 

The Moral Education Paranoia Syndrome 

Yet others seem to display symptoms of "MEPS" (Moral 
Education Paranoia Syndrome - an exaggerated proclivity to see 
possibilities of Moral Education in just about everything). The 
advanced and terminal stages prompt the flagrant use of Moral 
Education periods for collecting fees/subscriptions (inculcating 
financial responsibility), f i lm shows/talks on road safety, hygiene, 
drug abuse, contraceptive methods, etc, (promoting personal res- 
ponsibility), practices for the Youth Festival, National Day parade 
(enhancing cultural values and national spirit), etc. - the list varies 
according to the degree of affliction! 
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What is Moral Education? 

Such is the somewhat pathetic status that Moral Education 
"enjoys". Just to set the record-straight: What is Moral Education? 
It has been defined as: "The science of what man ought to do by 
reason of what he is" (A. Sertillanges) or "The science of how man 
conducts himself by virtue of the specific nature of his "being" (R. 
Balhetchet). When, therefore, we speak of Moral Education in  the 
school context, we are talking of educating the studentsto behave 
as human beings should-endowed asthey arewith an intellect (to 
think) and a wil l  (to choose) -the specific characteristics of human 
nature. 

To obviate any misinterpretation of what has been said, let it 
be clear that we are not excluding any religious concept of man or 
of perfection, for that matter. We are simply confining ourselves to 
a purely human concept of perfection - conformity, that is, to  
man's constituted human nature, insofar as he is endowed with 
the intellectual faculties of the intellect and will. 

Consequently, it is hard to understand how there could be 
those who think that Moral Education is unimportant or that it 
should only be found in a hidden curriculum. If an education which 
aims at teaching a person to use his intellect (think) and wil l 
(choose) is unimportant or at best, should be hidden, it is difficult 
to  imagine what should be important and explicit - unless, of 
course, one re-defines education as the mere transmission of a 
quantum of facts. 

Moral Education is Not Taught But Caught 

But take heart, teachers, because on you rest the feeble hopes 
of the future of Moral Education! (Albeit only those of you who find 
yourselves teaching Sec. 1 and 2, or are Second Language 
teachers in primary school will actually teach IVIoraI Education as a 
subject.) It is true that Moral Education is not just taught, but more 
importantly, caught. Viewed in this perspective, all teachers are 
necessarily Moral Educators. Indeed one can hardly call oneself an 
"educator" in the fullest sense of the term, if one excludes one 
aspect of the education of man -the moral aspect (educating man 
to be "man"). 
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An age-old adage in philosophy says: "No one can give what 
he does not have." Hence, in order to adequately fulfil the moral 
aspect of the educator's role, teachers must ensure that they 
themselves are striving to conduct themselves by reason of what 
they are. The teacher of any subject is expected to be competent, 
the teacher of Moral Education, no less. Of course, competence in 
Moral Education wil l necessarily include living out what one is 
teaching. It is not implied that the teacher of Moral Education must 
be a "saint". The teacher of science is not expected to be an 
Einstein, but he is expected nevertheless to be knowledgeable in 
his subject. Similarly, the teacher of Moral Education is not 
expected to be a "saint", but he is expected, nevertheless, to be 
striving to live as a thinking, choosing human being. 

Acquiring the knowledge and technique of conducting Moral 
Education sessions is necessary, but it cannot totally exhaust the 
preparation that the teacher must undertake. He should be 
examining his own mode of conducting himself - determining the 
values and principles by which he conducts his life and evaluating 
them - making the necessary adjustments so as to achieve a 
higher degree of human perfection - just as much as he strives for 
greater perfection in so many other areas of his life. 

More specifically, the teacher should be assessing his 
attitudes to personal responsibility, self-discipline, obedience and 
freedom, authority, as well as his relationships with others. These 
are areas which wil l have direct relevance to the school situation of 
which he is a part, and to which he ought to make a significant 
contribution. 

Whether or not he is directly involved in the formal teaching 
of Moral Education, every teacher must consider it his duty to work 
towards the creation of a "moral environment" in which the 
students will be able to acquire a lived experience ofthe education 
they are undergoing - one which wil l provide them with oppor- 
tunities to exercise their faculties of the intellect (to think) and the 
wil l (to chooie freely and responsibly). The successful creation of 
such an environment is very much dependent on the staff of the 
school - their attitudes and outlook. These, in turn, wil l be 
dependent to a large extent on the preparation the teachers have 
themselves embarked on. The success or failure of Moral 
Education in our schools is ultimately up to you, teachers. 

(Note: An earlier version of this article appeared in Inside Expression, vol 1,1984.) 
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