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SCHOOL IS ABOUT LEARNING? 

Low Guat Tin, Yeap Lay Leng 

How can one ever doubt that school is about learning. That's what schools are set up for-to 

help each child to learn and to help hi~/her to maximize his/her potential. If school is all about 

this then how will we address a sectioh of the school population who resist learning? Many 

teachers will tell us of pupils in their classes who are not interested in learning-they come 

"unwillingly to school". In fact many would prefer to spenq the day in shopping malls. 

Many pupils spend hours reading, writing and listening in class with growing resistance and in 

some cases even with resentment. Using the carrot and stick techniques do not seem to work. 

And teachers are constantly taught motivational techniques to "entice" or "seduce" their pupils to 

learn. If school is about learning then surely school administrators and teachers should be 

concerned about ways to create a climate where pupils will feel the need to learn and also want 

to learn. How can we build more hospitable schools? 

Structurally the newer schools in Singapore 

are very impressive, so how can we add 

excitment and a vibrance to match with the 

often posh structure? 

How can teachers make the class more 

hospitable? I must state at the outset that it 

is not easy for teachers to create a more 

hospitable class because the demands made 

of the teacher is enormous. Teachers have 

become "part of a very demanding, 

punishing and often exploitative society in 

which personal growth and development 

have become secondary to the ability to 

produce and earn credits" (Nouwen, 1975). 

The result is that schools demand more from 

their students, lengthen the school day, 

provide remedial classes, punish the 

recalcitrants who do not do their homework 

27 



and forget about self-concept, emotional stability, motivation 

and such "soft" issues. Schools are ranked, teachers are 

ranked and the concern for many is how to be within the top 

ranks. There is also a belief that creating a conducive 

learning climate or becoming more hospitable and ranking are 

at cross purposes. In other words, if schools become more 

humane, the grades of the students might drop. School 

therefore should emphasize academic excellence and not be 

overly concerned about "non-essential" issues. 

·"'; " 

I would like to argue that if schools and d'lassrooms are more 

hospitable pupils might have a different view of schooling. 

They might also see teachers as guides and not as demandiJlg 

bosses and will be more receptive of what is taught in class. 

Indeed educators need to think of ways to make school or 

classroom less intimidating especially to the Primary 1 and the 

Secondary 1 pupil, the former because they are entering 

school for the first time and the latter because they are 

stepping into a secondary school after being big brother/sister 

in a primary school, from a status of seniority they have 

become juniors in school again and most are awed by the 

presence of teenagers. Teachers might need to think of ways 

to make the classroom a "safe" place for pupils and when this 

occurs, pupils will be more prepared to take risks and to 

venture out and learn. 

We believe that when we create a positive learning climate, 

the desire of the pupils to learn will also increase. There is a 

need to "hook" them into learning, a need to make the school 

so hospitable that they would rather stay in school then go to 

shopping malls. And, some schools in Singapore are making 

attempts to create that hospitable atmosphere. They have 

nice beach umbrellas, BBQ pits, vending machines of sorts, 

colourful tables and chairs, even big throw cushions or bean 

bag chairs in nooks and corners for pupils to laze around and 

read in comfort. At least one believes in "Wooing their 

students back from McDonalds (Lim & Low, 1996). 

Creating a learning climate is not about furniture or other 

physica11 structures, it is mainly about people- how we relate 
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Each day we 

are influenced 

by the way 

people in 

particular, 

significant 

people in our 

lives relate to 

us. 

to the pupils in our schools. One of the basic needs of man 

and women is the need to be noticed, a need for affirmation. 

No one is self-made. Each day we are influenced by the way 

people in particular, significant people in our lives relate to us. 

A nod or a smile is good enough for most. Everyone wants or 

needs to be noticed. 

Man wishes to be confirmed in his being 

by man, and wishes to have a presence 

in the being of the other ... secretely and 
~I'~ 
;· bashfully he watches for a YES which 

allows him to be and which can come 

only from one human person to another. 

It fs from one person to another that the 

heavenly bread of self-being is passed. 

(Martin Buber, 1965) 

But before teachers set about working on a positive learning 

climate, creating an inviting classroom, they must first be 

personally and professionally inviting with themselves. 

Teachers cannot create a positive learning climate if they do 

not believe in it. They cannot create an inviting classroom if 

they are not inviting, in short they cannot give what they do not 

have. They need to want to learn for if they are not interested 

in improving themselves constantly, why should they bother to 

create a positive learning climate. Learning is a form of 

caring for oneself, of finding oneself and to us teachers have 

a moral obligation to care for themselves. 

Many of our friends suffer from stress, some even need 

medication. To us, those who care for others must first care 

for themselves, therefore teachers should take good care of 

themselves. They should take that break during the holidays 

and get out of,the country. They need to be refreshed before 

they get back to the classroom. We have seen teachers who 

work right through their June and December holidays and to 

us they are not doing justice to themselves and to their class. 

It is when you take a break, read materials which are not 

related to your work, do something other than marking or 

lesson preparation that you could be refreshed. When 
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professionals constantly sacrifice their own wants and needs 

to meet the demands of others, and if they are not 

appreciated, the sacrifice can gradually build resentment. And 

we have seen teachers who are resentful-who are very angry 

with their pupils when they do not do their corrections, or when 

they forget to bring their books, teachers who are resentful 

when their pupils talk or do not pay attention. Sometimes 

parents wonder why teachers are so upset over such "minor" 

issues, we understand why. They spend so much time 

marking, many mark till late at night, they sacrifice much for 
,:t' 

their class and when some in the class do not follow 

instructions, do not hand in or complete their corrections, they 

become very frustrated, angry and then resentful! Thus one o! 

the first thing is that teachers must take care of themselves. 

Teachers need to learn to take that much needed holiday, they 

need to care for themselves physically, mentally, emotionally 

and spiritually. They cannot allow their pupils to drain them of 

their emotions. They need to sharpen their saw (Covey, 1989). 

Then we should care about our work. Most teachers we know 

care a great deal about their work, they care about their pupils. 

They are concerned for their pupils. And this is a real positive 

thing, for to Barker (1993), without caring there can be no 

quality. To him once you care the concept of work changes 

fundamentally. Work no longer becomes a four-letter word and 

done grudgingly. Once we care enthusiasm and commitment 

will follow. And to Barker the spirit will return to the workplace. 

Creating a positive learning climate is about people, their 

attitudes and then the environment. The school environment 

is where the pupils' positive or negative attitude towards 

learning evolve. Everything in the environment counts. Pupils 

are bombarded with signals the minute they enter school, 

signals that tell them that they are valued, welcomed, cared for 

or not at all. 

One of the easiest way to create that hospitable climate is to 

start with the physical setting. Schools should create a clean, 

comfortable and safe setting in which the pupils will feel 

welcome and at ease. From the classroom to corridors and to 
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Schools 

should create 

a clean, 

comfortable 

and safe 

setting in 

which the 

pupils will feel 

welcome and 

at ease 

the toilets care must be taken to ensure that they are clean, 

comfortable and a signal is sent to the pupils that the school 

cares for them. I have seen schools with toilets that do not 

flush, toilet seats that are broken and dark, dingy sometimes . 

smelly toilets. It has been said that people both create and are 

created by their environments. 

Roles of school personnel 

The Principal: 

We need to start with the chief executive officer in the 
..... ,~ 

organl'sation-the principal. The principal has a very 

demanding job, the accountability and the responsibility that 

goes with the job can be r,eally daunting. Principals need to 

stop and ask themselves one basic question and that is: Of all 

the things I do, which help to create a positive learning 

climate and which hinder the creation of such a spirit? Of 

all the things I do, which help or hinder my staff from giving 

their best or from enjoying their work? And if there were 

things I do which hindered them how can I cut down on them? 

What can principals do that will help create a positive learning 

climate? We will list a few. 

• Build up the teachers' emotional bank account (Covey, 

1989). 

• Help your teachers to see themselves positively. Positive 

teachers are able to reach out and like others. If teachers 

feel victimized, it will affect their work and their attitude to 

their pupils. The principal's job is often one of a 

cheerleader. 

• Care for your staff (include non-teaching staff). Know your 

teachers' concerns interests, goals and try to consider 

them in your decision making. 

• Trust your staff-the beautiful thing about trust is that when 

we trust, those who are trusted seldom let us down. 

Principals could then spend time monitoring those who 

abuse the system. It is important to remember that one 

should not set rules for everyone just to "catch" the 

recalcitrant ten percent! Performers should never be 

treated in the same manner as non-performers! 

31 



• Be fair-nothing upsets more than to feel that you are 

unfairly treated. 

• Support your teachers and give recognition when 

recognition is due. Giving praise does not cost the giver 

anything yet we will be amazed at how stingy we are with 

our praise. 

• Boost up the teachers' morale. Principals could help staff 

to relate to each other and build up camaraderie. 

Principals could do more to help build up a sense of 

belonging. Studies both from abroad qpd the local scene 
:I 

have shown that one of the causes fo'r poor morale among 

teachers is when they have relationship problems with 

their colleagues. 

• Above all principals must constantly remember that they 

should not flog the willing horse, i.e., should there be 

teachers who are enthusiastic, keen and raring to go, then 

principals must take good care of them rather than pile 

work on their plate. For their sake and for the sake of the 

system such teachers should be nurtured and groomed for 

greater responsibilities later. We cannot afford to let them 

be burnout. 

• Meetings should be short and sweet and above all 

productive. 

• Have welcoming, positive signs around the school 

premises, instead of all those "Trespassers will be 

prosecuted" and "Beware .... " signs. 

• Improve the teachers' lounge and take good care of the 

support personnel in school. They can contribute 

significantly to creating a positive or negative climate in 

school. 

The Teacher: 

If these are some of the do's and don'ts for principals, what 

then can teachers do to create a positive learning c1imate? 

Teachers need to remember that pupils are only temporary 

visitors to their class, they will move on at the end of the year. 

The pupils in their class are not their personal "property". 

They have been "shaped" by their parents and other teachers 

and they come in all shapes and sizes, each different from the 

other. That is what makes teaching so exciting. Can you 
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Education 

comes from 

the Latin word 

"educare" 

which means 

to draw· out, 

so in a sense, 

teacher is not . 

a pot filler but 

a pot 

"emptier". 

imagine a class of clones? 

A teacher's job is to teach and to nurture potential. 

Unfortunately some teachers do a lot of policing and this role is 

becoming more important in some schools. If pupils are 

terrified how can learning take place? More and more we 

believe teachers have to bring out the best in their pupils. 

They have to help them see that they do have lots to offer the 

class, lots to offer their peers. Teachers could learn to 

rece[ye help from them too because unless there are people to 
.. ~,~ 

rece.ive they will not believe they have something to give. 

Education comes from the Latin word "educare" which means 

to draw out, so in a sen~e, teacher is not a pot filler but a pot 

"emptier''. 

Teachers need to enable pupils to see that they do have 

something to be "emptied". In other words affirm-help them 

to see that they do have hidden talents and help develop and 

nurture those talents. More and more of our pupils lack 

confidence in themselves and as teachers we may need to 

help build their self-confidence. Pupils who like themselves 

and also like their teacher will not want to misbehave. !four 

pupils are emotionally stable, have a good image of 

themselves, half our battle is won. We may need to take care 

of their emotional needs in particular, the need to belong. 

What can teachers do? 

• Pupils should know where they stand with their teachers. 

• Teachers should provide an atmosphere of success not 

failure. 

• They could give students a sense of purpose, a vision of 

tomorrow. 

One ot·the greatest functions of a teacher is to give his 

students a sense of greatness ... the individual cannot or 

will not see and take advantage of opportunity, however 

physically available it may be, unless he is brought to 

believe that he has possibilities for growth and that this 

opportunity is a door for him (Pullias, 1975). Expect 

great things from them. 
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• Teachers should remember that pupils are our work, they 

are not interruptions. 

Here are some handles: 

• Pr 1, Pr 4 and Pr 6 teachers could have a meeting with 

parents, for many are anxious about their child's 

performance in these crucial grade levels. 

• Be positive and know your pupils. 

• Maintain a mail service, pupils can write to each other or to 

the teacher and theteacher can also write to pupils. One 

school has a mail service for their pu~·ils and then they 

bring all the requests that their pupils make to the church 

and leave it there. 

• Teachers should assign "can do" homework. 

• Report to parents when their children do well. Often times 

parents are "summoned" to schools when their children get 

into trouble what about calling them up to report good 

work? 

• Teach our pupils respect by respecting them. 

Conclusion 

When we have a positive learning climate in school everyone 

benefits. School is about learning, it is not about detention or 

homework. It is our dream to see people going into school 

gates leaping and springing with joy because they are coming 

to learn together with others of like mind. The school should 

build not only the pupils but everyone who is there including 

the non-teaching personnel! Teachers should take upon 

themselves the responsibility to upgrade and update, to 

develop themselves professionally and personally. 
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