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Thank God for Students! 

Low Guat Tin 

It was the season for Chinese wayangs and getais**. One after

noon, I found myself face to face with a Hokkien* wayang. I 

walked briskly towards the stage because I enjoy wayangs. They 

bring back a lot of good childhood memories. 

What I saw filled me with sadness. N~· one was watching the 

wayang, yes, not a single physical body was there . And this was 

staged just beside the market. The stalls in the hawker (food) 

centre were all doing brisk business but no one was intere,sted 

in the wayang! I walked over to the provision store, bought a 

dollars worth of dried melon seeds, and like days of old grabbed 

a chair from the market and sat by the side watching the wayang. 

I was there for an hour. What was sad was the incongruity of the 

situation. There I was in my running gear, the lone soul sitting by 

the stage cracking away at my melon seeds. People who walked 

by paid more attention to me than the actors and actresses on 

the stage! 

As I sat there watching and listening to the actresses I was 

shocked by a number of things. Firstly, the stage is really small, 

possibly one-third the size of those stages built in the heyday of 

Chinese wayangs. Secondly, all the actors and actresses on 

stage were females, whilst the m~sicians were all elderly men. 

Finally, I was shocked by the language used. Unlike the wayangs 

of the past, they spoke colloquial Hokkien and often were fairly 

crude. I was disappointed with the acting, but who can blame 

them? Hardly anyone watches street wayangs these days, so 

where is the motivation for them to act well , to do their best? 

That is why the title of this piece-thank God for students! All teach

ers have a ready, captive audience, an audience that must pay 

attention, an audience that seldom answers back. Whenever I 

teach, I have a class of adults eager to lap up all that spew out of 

my mouth (not that I am teaching such profound, exciting things 

but they must listen in case they are tested!). 

** wayang: These were street performances by small Chinese opera troupes, 
especially popular during the 7th Month of the Chinese Lunar Calendar. 
getai: This is the modern version of the wayang as the troupe will include perfor
mances by both male and female singers who would take requests for popular 
Chinese tunes from the crowd gathered round. 
*Hokkien: a Chinese dialect group 
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Because we have an "audience", I feel that we owe it to our 

students to do our best, and I feel that if teachers join the teach

ing profession because they want to teach, then they should be 

effective teachers, and not settle for mediocrity. 

The Six Cs for Successful Teaching 

I attended a conference recently and one of the speakers (Tracy, 

2000) spoke about the five factors which successful people pos

sess, he called them the 5Cs. I would like to add a sixth C. For 

teachers to be effective, they might want to consider these 6Cs. 

In brief, allow me to examine each of the factors and highlight 

some of the elements. 

The first C for success is Clarity. To me, effective teachers need 

to be clear about what they are teaching, what they want to teach. 

Clarity of lesson objectives, clarity about what they want the pupils 

to learn, clarity about their own goals are crucial. And by this I do 

not mean a list of specific instructional objectives. I can be clear 

about what I want without having to write SIOs or to follow SIOs 

laboriously. When we are clear about what we want, we can 

then go about getting it. Often, people do not know what they 

want and they end up not getting anywhere, as can been seen 

in this conversation between Alice and the Cheshire puss in Alice 

in Wonderland: 

Alice: Chesure-puss ... would you tell me please, 

which way I ought to go from here? 

Cat: That depends a good deal on where 

you want to get to. 

Alice: I don't care where ... 

Cat: Then it doesn't matter which way you go. 

The second C is Courage. When teachers know what they want 

they ·must have the courage to pursue it. We must have the cour

age to teach differently, the courage to do things differently. If I 

want to change my students' mindsets, then do I have the cour

age to use "outrageous" strategies to stir, challenge, create the 

dissonance that I want? I know teachers who read this will jump 

to their own defense straight away and say, "Our principals or 

our HoDs will not allow us ... " Have you tried? Did you talk to 

them about it? 

I have used all kinds of "weird" strategies and I must say I am 

proud of them. I am proud of the fact that these are strategies I 

have come up with, and I have not borrowed them from some 
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textbooks written in the US or UK. The strategies I have used 

worked. Through them I have been able to stir, challenge and 

create the dissonance that I want. If I believe in something and I 

want it, I must have the courage to carry it out. I have used sar

casm, ridicule, humour to great effect. One class who bore the 

brunt of my sarcasm (however, this was done with a lot of sensi

tivity and love) gave me a farewell party as well as a card at the 

end of the Module. On the card they drew a swan wearing a 

crown with the words, "To our dearest 'Suan' Queen" ( Suan be

ing the Hokkien word for sarcasm). Let me give you a couple of 

quotes from the card: 

"if' 

I've learnt so much, words just ca'~'t describe my wealth in 

knowledge, especially "suan" language! Thanks a million! 

(. .. and this is written by the student who was fairly antagonis

tic at first) 

Thanks for 'suaning' to wake us up! You've bought me a step 

closer to my dreams. In your own special way, you have made 

us a lot "smarter'' Thank U 'chert 

Since the day I started teaching in the sixties, I have always 

used humour. I may be teaching a class of teenagers, or a class 

of academicians, and I will use humour when it is appropriate. I 

know of a number of people who frown on my use of jokes, car

toons, funny stories and the likes, but do I worry and stop using 

them? In Singapore, particularly among academicians, it is con

sidered unscholarly to use this tool. To Korobkin (1988), humour 

" ... was viewed as an unnecessary and undignified embellish

ment of the serious, class educational experience." Morreall, the 

humour philosopher (1983) recalled that "The traditional attitude 

of teachers towards laughter and humour ... has been that they 

are frivolous activities that pull us away from what is important...if 

laughter and humour had any place at all, then, it was not in the 

classroom but outside ... " 

My strategy may be questioned by my colleagues, some may 

even believe that I am trivialising teaching, but if I believe in 

what I am doing, if I believe that humour is one oHhe most prom

ising but least understood tool in the educators' toolbox and that 

there are many benefits when we use humour in the classroom, 

should I change my teaching strategy because of subtle peer 

disapproval? 

The third C is for Competence. As teachers who aim to be ef

fective, we need to be competent in what we do. We should 
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know our subject matter and we should keep up with the stu

dents. In the Straits Times (Nirmala, August 9, 2000) we read 

about teenagers who cried when their computers crashed, teen

agers who do not feel normal without their PCs, teenagers who 

cannot imagine life without their computers. Nirmala (2000) wrote, 

"Enter the world of today's teens: wired up from their kindergar

ten years, used to surfing the Net for lessons, and as comfort

able with a mouse as with a pencil." 

Teachers therefore must be competent in the use of such ma

chines! No longer can we stand in front of the class and talk. 

Joday's teens learn best in groups, they learn best when they 
i:' 

can interact with others. This is also the noteb,ook culture. Class-

rooms with rigid rows of desks and chairs and teachers who still 

very much use the chalk and talk method may not be able to get 

through to today's teens. 

Teachers will need to be competent not only in the content area 

and the use of teaching tools such as the computer, but they 

need to be able to relate to the teens they teach. Teens of today 

are vastly different from ourselves when we were teens and we 

must become aware of the differences and know how to con

nect with them. 

The fourth C is Continuous learning. There used to be a lot of 

moans and groans about the 100 hours of training that the Min

istry of Education has recommended for the system's teachers. 

· Incidentally, that 100 hours is a right and is not compulsory. Un

fortunately, some principals have interpreted that to be a require

ment and have sent their teachers to do all sorts of courses. 

One teacher in my class chalked up almost 300 hours of training 

last year. He complained that the school held workshops every 

week and that each week he had to attend at least 6-9 hours of 

training in one thing or another. That, I agree is too much. In our 

enthusiasm to update our teachers and thus improve school re

sults, the opposite might just occur. Teachers may become so 

tired after spending such long hours in school that they do not 

have the stamina to prepare their work well! 

Whatever the scenario, it is imperative that we keep on learning. 

We have to keep up with the changes that bombard us from 

every angle. The only thing that has changed is change itself

the speed of change. Teachers can no longer put their teaching 

on hold while the rest of the world moves on. Further, ·~ lamp "· 

cannot light another lamp unless itself is lighted. A teacher can_:. 

not really teach unless she is constantly learning" {Tagore). 
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The fifth C is Complete Responsibility. We have taught our 

students the 3Rs (writing, reading and arithmetic), it is impera

tive that we add the fourth A-responsibility. Today, I feel that it is 

essential to teach our young to take complete responsibility for 

their actions, i.e., they should be held responsible for the conse

quences. We should work at teaching them to be responsible 

citizens of this world. If people are responsible, this world will be 

a great place to live in, no longer do we need Green Movements, 

or as in Singapore, pass laws where parents can take their chil

dren to court. If we are responsible, then Singapore will truly be 

a fine country! 

Teachers need to accept complete responsibility for the work 

they do. The word 'vocation' comes from the Latin word which 

means 'voice'. A vocation is thus work we take on because we 

'heard' a voice calling us to do it. As such, teaching, which is a 

vocation for many of us, should be done to the best of our ability. 

The last Cis for Commitment to Care. Teachers are, in a sense, 

caretakers of their students. Caretakers cannot take care of oth

ers unless they take care of themselves. My heart grieves for 

the number of dedicated, committed teachers who are burnt out. 

Of what good are they then? Some of those I have worked with 

have resigned because they were too stressed out. Many took 

up teaching because to them, teaching is a vocation. They are 

the "do gooders," they work hard, they are committed to their 

work, to their students and to their colleagues. They work long 

hours, often from dawn to dusk and when the school gates are 

closed behind them, they carry loads of papers home to mark. 

They have no time for other things, no time to smell the roses, to 

taste their food, to read for pleasure, or to reflect on what they 

are doing. 

Good, dedicated teachers must make a commitment to care for 

themselves, then and only then, will they become effective. The 

need to 'sharpen the saw' (Stephen Covey) is crucial. They need 

to exercise, to be exposed to life other than school, kids and 

papers, they need to take the necessary breaks to replenish their 

energy and to rest and refresh themselves ever' -so often. Holi

days are "s~mdwiched" between term time for a reason. After 

every ten weeks of noise, rush, pressure, teachers are given a 

few days off for recreation, which to me, is the re-creation of our 

life. 
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Conclusion 

Teachers need to be clear (clarity) about why we are in teach

ing, and we need to have the courage to say 'No' to some of the 

demands made on us. We must learn that it is okay to say 'No' 

to others, so that we can say 'Yes' to ourselves and in this way, 

we will be able to finish the marathon and not be burnout in our 

work. Guilt, which is a waste of energy, should not have a foot

hold in our lives. 

We need to be committed to care for ourselves so that we can 

:have time for continuous learning and become more compe-
~~ 

tent. Yes, I believe we owe it to our students to take care of 

ourselves. How many times have I met grouchy, grumpy, angry 

or miserable teach~rs and the reason they are in such a sorry 

state is because they refuse to be cared for and they refuse to 

care for themselves. We should take complete responsibility 

of ourselves and ensure that we can finish this race well and at 

the end of our illustrious career to have the words "Well done, 

my good and faithful servant" whispered into our ears. 

I am glad that whenever I teach, I have students sitting in my 

class, observing and listening to me. Unlike the actors and ac

tresses at the wayang, I do have an appreciative "audience". 

And indeed I thank God for students, I thank God for the chance 

to have them in my class, for the chance to make a difference in 

their lives, just as they have made a difference in my life. Some~ 

· one said, "We live in a world where our smallest act can have a 

profound impact." 
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