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Singapore’s
racing US
to the top

By Tnomas L. FRIEDMAN

SINGAPORE iz a country that
takes the Internet seriously
Lagt week, itz Ministry of De-
fence granted a deferment of
the country's compulsory ra-
tional service to a Singaporean

teenager s0 he could compete
in the finals of the World Cy-

ber Games — the '[_'.:I|':|r.||1p'ir_'5 of
online war games.

As 2 tiny city-state of foar
million, Singapore is obscssed
with nurtunng every gram of
talent of every sinrt::- citizen.
That is why, although its
fourth and =ighth graders (Pri-
mary 4 and Secondary 2 stu-
dents) already score at the top
of Trends in International
Mathematics and Science
study (TIM5S) tests, Singa-
pore has introduced more in-
novations inloe schools. Its
Government understands that
in a flattening world, where
more and more jobs can go
anywhere, it"s not enough to
just stay ahead of its neigh-
bours, [t has to stay ahead of
everyone — including the
United States.

Message 1o America: They
are not racing us to the battom
They are racing us to the top.

Az Mz Low-Sim Ay Mar,

rncipal of Xinmin Secondary
hool, explained o me, Sin-
gapore has rote learning down
cold. Mo one is going to ont-

drill her students. What it is
now focusing on is how to de-
velop more of America'’s
strength: getting Singaporean
students and teachers to be
more innovative and creative

“Mumercal skills are very
important,” she told me, but
"I am now also Encouraging
iy students to be creative —
and empowering my teachers.
We have been loosening up
and allowing people to grow
their pwn ideas”,

She added: “We have thifted
the emphasis from content
alane 1o making use of the con-
tent” on the principle that
“knowledge can be created in
the classroom and docsn't just
hawve 1o come from the teacher”,

To that cnd, some Singa-
pare schools have adopted a
maths teaching programme
called HeyMath, which was
started four years aga in Chen-
nusl, India, by two young [ndi-
an bankers, Mz Nirmala San-
karan and Mr Harsh Rajan, in
partnership with the Millenni-
um Mathematics Project at
Cambridge Liniversity

With a team of Indian, Brt-
ish and Chinese maths and ed-
ucation specialists, the Hey-
Math group basically said to
i1self- ﬁ YOI Were o parent amy-
where in the world and you no-
ticed that Singapore students,
or Indian students or Chinese
students, were doing really
will in maths, wrouldn't you
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SCORED FOR COUNTRY: Mustagim Mu
here sat for the TIMSS giobal study in

like o see the best lextbooks,
teaching and assessment tools,
o lesson plans they were usi
to teach fractions to fousth
graders or gu:tdml:ic cduations
o 10th graders?”

And wouldn't it be nice if
ofee company then Eut:ﬂl these
best practices together with an-
imation teals, and delivered
theEm I!|‘1n|:n:|E:'h the Met 50 any
teacher in the world could
adopt or adapt them to his
classroom? That's Heybath.

Mo matter what kind of
gchool their children go to,
parents all over the world are
worried that their children
might be missing something,"”
Ms Sankaran said. "“There is
ng perfect system. What we
have tried to do i create a
platform for the continuous
sharing of the best practices
for teaching maths concepis.
So a teacher might say, ‘I have
a problem Leaching congru-
ence o 14-year-olds. What is

the mathod they use in India
or Shanghai?* *

Singapore maths textbooks
are '-I-'.I:Er!.rp;'md. M':,r d.n.u;'hl:cr’;
school already uses them in
Ma.r!.r]i.rlﬂ. Baat 1.'|'I¢:|.' are stalic
and not illustrated.

“Our lessons contain mni-
mated visuals that remove the
abstraction underlying the
concepl, provide interactivity
for students o understand
concepls in a ‘hands-on' man-
ner and make connecliong o
real-life contexts so that learn-
g becomes relevant,' Ms
Sankaran said.

HeyMath's mission is to be
the maths Google — to estab-
lish & Web-based platform that
enables every student and
teacher vo learn from the “best
teacher in the world™ for ev-
ery maths concepl, and 1o be
able ta benchmark themselves
against their peers globally.

The HeyiMath platform ako
inthades an online repository of

was In Primary 4 when he and & 700 pupils from schools
2002, They were ranked No 1 in maths and science.

questions, ndexed by concept
and grade, so teachers can save
tirme in devizsing homework and
lests. Ag the material is accom-
panied by animated lessons that
students can do on their own
online, it provides for a ot of
self-leamning. Indeed, HeyMath
{www. heymath.net), which has
been adopted by 35 of Singa-
pore’s 165 schools, also pro-
vides an online tutor, based in
[ndkia, to answer guestions from
students.

Why am | writing about
this? Because maths and sei-
ence are the keys to innova-
tion and power in loeday's
waorld, and American parents
had betier understand that the
people who are eating ther
children's hunch in maths are
nat resting on their launels.

The wrilas, & columnist wrth the
Mew York Times, was in Singapars
last week bo daliver a lacture a the
Law Kuan Yew School of Public
Policy.



