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Educating for the Future

In our high-tech world, the Humanities disciplines continue to be relevant and may become 
even more so. Encouraging inquiry-based learning in Humanities education will prepare our 
students for more complex and broader challenges of the future.

Our world is becoming more complex, as are the many problems we face in the 21st century. But 
the more complex these challenges become, the more we have to return to the fundamentals of who 
we are.

The issues that confront us today are at their core about values and the kind of society we want, 
observes Associate Professor Mark Baildon, Deputy Head of the Humanities and Social Studies 
Education Academic Group in NIE.

“They require us to really think about who we are as humans and what it means to be alive in the 
21st century; to really think about the human side of different issues that I don’t think can be solved 
by just technology or the sciences,” says Mark. “It’s fundamentally about values. It’s really about the 
priorities we have.”

The Humanities Renaissance

While some may talk of a decline in the Humanities in 
an increasingly technology-driven world, Mark thinks 
a renaissance may be around the corner. The 
Humanities are a fertile ground for grooming critical 
thinkers who can comprehend our increasingly 
diverse world and address the range of significant 
issues we face in society.

At the Humanities Educators’ Conference 2012, 
Minister for Education Heng Swee Keat spoke about 
how the Humanities subjects “provide multiple lenses 
to help students understand our world”.

“They equip students with critical thinking and communication skills as well as global perspectives to 
become confident persons, active contributors and concerned citizens,” Mr Heng said.

There is now a keen realization that education is not just about preparing students to be productive 
in the workplace.

It is also about them living satisfying and meaningful lives, says Mark, and becoming informed 
citizens who can engage in discussion, compromise and work through differences.

Inquiry-based Learning in the Humanities

Mark, who had been a Social Studies and Humanities educator for over 30 years, is an advocate of 
inquiry-based learning.

He sees inquiry as central to our understanding of 21st century issues; issues which cross not just 
disciplinary boundaries, but also national and geographical ones.

Inquiry is about curiosity and questioning. It is about knowing how to gather accurate and relevant 
information, and analysing it meaningfully through lenses that can provide new insights and 
understandings.

“It’s about making well-reasoned, evidence-based conclusions that can be used to improve or better 
understand something, and to take action that benefits people,” Mark adds. “Inquiry just seems so 
fundamental to learning, to education, and to being alive.”

When applied to Humanities education, inquiry-based learning takes on a more reflective character. 
This is because the Humanities invite different perspectives from people and different solutions to 
problems.

“We really have to reflect on our own assumptions and values and to check our thinking all the time,” 
Mark notes. We also have to think critically about the evidence being used to support different 
conclusions and decisions.
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Inquiry just seems so 
fundamental to learning, to 
education, and to being alive.

- Mark Baildon, 
Humanities and Social 
Studies Education Academic 
Group

Transforming the Classroom

The inquiry approach will possibly transform the way our children learn.

“It requires classrooms that are much more about questions rather than answers; much more about 
thinking than memorizing, and much more about different perspectives than a single perspective,” 
says Mark.

In the inquiry classroom, the way teachers relate to students will also change. “The teacher has to 
be much more connected with students and where they’re at,” says Mark. To make the subjects 
matter to the students, their interests and experiences should be taken into account.

Teachers will also need to constantly make 
connections between the curriculum and real-world 
issues for their students.

“It’s really important to make curriculum relevant to 
students to help them see that we’re studying this 
issue because it is a significant issue in the real world. 
And that these are not abstract issues – they’re real in 
their own lives, and in their own communities.”

These shifts may not always feel comfortable for both 
teachers and students. Sometimes, they may even 
struggle. But Mark tells us that struggle is actually 
inherent in the inquiry process.

“It’s a job that’s never done because you have to remain eternally curious about the world and try to 
find some pleasure and joy in the pain, because there’s a lot of ambiguity. There’s a lot of 
uncertainty involved.”

There will never be easy answers, but Mark believes important changes will come only through 
effort. If the inquiry experience can prepare students to be confident and adept individuals in the 
face of future challenges, the hard work we do now will certainly be worthwhile.

In the Inquiry Classroom

What does an inquiry classroom look like? Mark provides some pointers for teachers.

“You’ll want to make sure the students are asking good questions, that they’re gathering 
sound, reliable data that’s useful. And you want to make sure that they’re involved in rigorous 
critical thinking in terms of analysing and interpreting and evaluating that information.”

Teachers should also observe how students communicate their findings and conclusions. 
“Communication skills become really important all the way throughout,” Mark notes. Teachers 
may have to continually help students to refine and improve their questions, their reasoning, 
and their presentations.

For inquiry-based learning, assessment should be carried out in a formative manner.

“Asking questions is really difficult. It requires a lot of revision; it requires feedback,” says 
Mark. The teacher–student relationship changes as a result.

“The teacher has to be there more as a mentor, a coach, a guide, a facilitator to continually 
give feedback, to say, ‘Yeah that’s a pretty good question, but maybe you also want to 
consider this.’ Or ‘Maybe there’s another way to think about that. Something doesn’t quite 
work there.’

“Getting students to go through that kind of revision process requires a more dialogic 
classroom. And the assessment should be on-going. It should be part of instruction – it’s 
much more integrated with instruction.”

Useful Resource

Heng, S. K. (2012, May). Opening Address presented at the Humanities Educators’ Conference 
2012, Singapore. Retrieved from http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2012/05/30/opening-
address-by-mr-heng-swee-keat-at-humanities-educators-conference-2012.php

Mark Baildon is the Guest Editor of this issue. He is the Deputy Head of the Humanities and 
Social Studies Education Academic Group at NIE. Prior to joining NIE, Mark taught Social 
Studies in secondary schools in the US, Israel, Singapore, Saudi Arabia, and Taiwan. His 
scholarly interests focus on ways to support Social Studies inquiry practices and 21st century 
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literacies in new global contexts. He is co-editor of HSSE Online: Research and Practice in 
Humanities & Social Studies Education.
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It’s introducing them to how 
geographers think, inquire, 
and produce knowledge 
about the world that we 
inhabit.

- Tricia Seow, Humanities 
and Social Studies Education 
Academic Group

From the Field to the Geography Classroom

In Geography, what students learn in the field is just as important as what they learn from the 
textbook. This is why fieldwork, which can help students connect geographical concepts to 
real-life phenomena, is a crucial part of learning in Geography.

Making Fieldwork Purposeful

What comes to mind when you think of fieldwork? Most 
Geography students would remember collecting data at a site 
such as Pulau Ubin, and reporting their findings in class.

“But it’s got to go beyond that,” says Ms Tricia Seow, an NIE 
Lectuer. “Fieldwork has to be very purposeful, and the purpose 
can lie at different levels.”

The most basic level would, of course, be the skills needed to 
collect accurate data. The next level is where things get 
interesting. Fieldwork can be used to support inquiry-based 
learning.

Tricia gives an example of students collecting data about 
waves at a beach. They may find that the relationships 
between wave energy and gradient at the coast don’t match 
what the textbooks lead them to expect.

This is where teachers can say to the students, welcome to the 
real world! There can be many reasons for the difference and it 
is up to them to find out. One reason could be that they are at 
a man-made beach where sand is often added to the coast.

Here’s where the cycle of deeper learning begins. “It’s about interrogating theories and really getting 
students to understand the complexities of the real world and in turn, better understand the 
theories,” says Tricia.

Experiencing the Big Concepts

Geography is a subject that deals with abstract concepts such as space.

“But space in itself means nothing to students. You say space or place and you might get blank 
looks! Students can learn the definitions but what’s the point of that?” asks Tricia. “So fieldwork is a 
good way to unpack these concepts.”

For example, teachers can bring their students to Chinatown and Little India and frame them for the 
students as tourism spaces. Students can ask questions like: Is this a tourism space? What makes it 
a tourism space? Who uses this space?

Through fieldwork techniques like land use surveys, 
they might find that for example, the composition of 
shops cater more to tourists along some streets and 
more to locals on others.

These techniques help them to understand concepts 
like spatial distribution or concentrations. They can 
also use the data to explain whether the area is 
indeed a tourism space.

“These are abstract concepts unless they’re actually 
based on something students have experienced,” 
says Tricia. If teachers can relate concepts to the data 
that students collect, Geography will come alive for 
them.

Deeper Learning with Fieldwork
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Classroom teaching and fieldwork complement each other very well, Tricia tells us. After 
teaching a geographical concept, tool or skill, a trip out of the classroom can be planned.

To make the most of this trip, the field-inquiry question is very important.

Exploring land use, for example, is an interesting way to learn the topic of space. What is the 
space used for? Who is the space intended for? Students must decide what data to collect to 
answer these questions.

In the field, there are many dimensions to consider. For instance: “If you want to know who 
uses this space, there are many things to consider, like signs. If the signs are in Japanese, 
that tells you something about whom it’s intended for,” Tricia says.

“Ask people, like the shopkeepers and the patrons. Are the patrons usually tourists? If so, 
where do they come from?”

When the fieldwork is done, students return to the classroom, analyse their data and present 
them to the class.

During the presentations, there’re three things that teachers can explore with their students.

First, did students collect the information in the best way they could? Choosing the right 
techniques and samples are crucial: Who did they ask, where did they collect the data, and 
when?

Second, did students represent the information in the best way that they could? If they were 
looking at who patronizes a shop more often, would graphs, percentages or animation be 
better representations?

Last but not least, the teacher should guide students in making sense of all the information 
and opinions presented by every group.

Getting Back to the Classroom

For deeper learning to occur, what happens after the fieldwork makes a big difference. “What 
happens post-fieldwork is crucial. If it is not done properly, it won’t make sense,” says Tricia.

“So when you come back to class, you exercise reasoning skills and make sense of the data 
collected. This is where students present or prepare some kind of deliverable of their findings and 
interpretations.”

From there, the teacher can ask students to reflect on how fieldwork has helped their learning, 
based on all their presentations and deliverables.

For example, how does the data help students with skills development? How does fieldwork help 
them understand the theories better? How does fieldwork develop them as geographers? “This is 
really where the teacher value adds,” Tricia says.

“It’s introducing them to how geographers think, 
inquire, and produce knowledge about the world 
that we inhabit. We don’t expect them to come 
up with a complicated and complex theory, but 
something relevant to their own little inquiry.”

There is great value in learning Geography both 
in and out of the classroom. Tricia believes that 
students will one day see the benefits of 
fieldwork as a form of inquiry.

“My hope is that it’ll come together at some point 
in their lives and they’ll realize that they didn’t 
know it then, but way back in school, they were 
already thinking like a geographer.”

What is Involved in Field Trips?

Inquiry-based field trips may seem fairly complicated, especially when you are planning for 
one for the first time. We asked Associate Professor Kalyani Chatterjea, a HSSE colleague of 
Tricia’s, for some advice.

The work that teachers and students put in even before the field trip happens is crucial. “This 
involves many hours of good foundation on the concepts and thorough planning of fieldwork,” 
says Kalayni. “It decides how much success is achieved from the field exposure.”
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Kalyani suggests that teachers consider the following points when planning field trips:

Groupwork: This is essential in the field. Students should learn to work in groups first. 
Team-bonding matters have to be taken care of right at the beginning.

1.

Concepts and Tools: Concepts have to be taught in class first so that students 
understand the context of what they see in the field. They also have to be trained 
extensively in the use of various instruments.

2.

Working Protocol: A student’s performance in the field is important the group’s success, 
so students have to be organized and know what they and their teammates are 
supposed to achieve. This should be sorted out before the field trip.

3.

Safety First: In the field, a teacher is responsible for the students’ safety. Survey the 
location first and decide on what safety measures should be put in place.

4.

Consolidate Learning: At the end of a fieldwork session, it is essential to sum up the 
session first before moving on to the next one. This will help students to consolidate their 
learning.

5.

Relax: “While we plan for the work, it must be also remembered that we learn a lot better 
when we play as well – so the teacher must ensure that there is sufficient time allocated 
for relaxation, both physical and mental,” says Kalyani.

6.

The success of any field trip depends much on the teacher who juggles many roles.

“The teacher is not just the facilitator,” Kalayni explains. “He or she has to double up as the 
mentor, teacher, manager, counsellor and a friend for students learning and living through 
that experience.”

Useful Resource

Kalyani has developed a mobile app called NIEmGeo to help map and geo-tag locations and data 
for field sites. It has been used by 300 NIE student teachers and 6 secondary schools. More 
information about this app can be found at https://sites.google.com/site/niemgeo

Tricia Seow is a Lecturer at the Humanities and Social Studies Education (HSSE) Group. She 
conducts pre-service courses in Geography for student teachers. Prior to joining NIE, she was 
teaching Geography in a junior college. Kalyani Chatterjea is an Associate Professor with 
HSSE. She is a Physical Geographer by training and is an experienced field-based 
researcher.
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The Makings of History

There are always two sides to every story. But what happens when there are different, even 
conflicting, accounts of the same historical event? How do we make sense of them? And 
how do we decide which account is the “better” one? 

Why did the Soviet Union collapse? Why did the US drop the atomic bomb over Hiroshima? Why 
was Hitler so popular in Germany? These are some questions often raised in History classrooms.

While the “standard” practice is to look in the textbook for the definitive answer, Dr Suhaimi Afandi 
tells us that in an inquiry-based classroom, the search for an answer goes beyond relying on just 
one source of information.

Inquiry in History

For his research, Suhaimi studied students’ ideas 
about history and how they viewed different accounts 
of the same historical event. He also focused on how 
teachers think about these ideas and the extent to 
which they are willing explore them further.

History has traditionally been taught as a litany of 
events and names chronicled in school textbooks. 
Students would memorize them as facts and then 
“return” them in the form of essays.

But now, with inquiry as a recommended pedagogy in 
the History classroom, things are about to get more 
challenging. It is no longer, as Suhaimi succinctly puts 
it, “open the textbook, learn the story, memorize and 
go for exams”.

This is because inquiry requires that teachers and 
students problematize the learning of history as a 
means to better understand past events.

“With inquiry, and then of course with this focus on conceptual aspects of history, students are given 
an opportunity to grapple with this very complex idea about history as reconstructions of events that 
happened in the past,” Suhaimi explains.

Students will need to understand the nature of historical knowledge, and that historians reconstruct 
stories about the past in different ways because they may want to address different questions or 
attach different significance to the same event.

In the inquiry-based classroom, the History textbook becomes just another account amongst other 
accounts of history.

Think like a Historian

The inquiry approach encourages teachers and students alike to do history as historians would, and 
encourages them to construct their own interpretations and narratives.

“Students have to go out and investigate,” he adds. “In an inquiry-based lesson structure, they have 
about four to five lessons to investigate a particular historical problem or question. This involves 
students gathering and analysing the data, coming up with possible solutions to the problem and 
then formulating their conclusions.”

Sentosa’s Fort Siloso and Labrador Park, for example, have become popular destinations for History 
field trips which student teachers embark on to answer inquiry questions related to the fall of 
Singapore in 1942. One such question is: Why did Singapore fall to the Japanese army during World 
War II despite its strong military fortifications?

Being on site to observe and gather information on a particular event is a more authentic learning 
experience for these students. They are usually busy collecting evidence to substantiate their claims 
and to ensure reliability and accuracy in the historical accounts that they construct.

Home › issue 44 sep / oct 2013 › The Makings of History 

Special Education in 
Singapore 

Assessment and Learning 

Learning Beyond 
Assessments 

Most Read Articles

Subscribe

Submit  

Tags

Alternative assessment Assessment feedback 
Assistive technology Character-building Cognitive 

diagnotive assessments Disciplinary literacy 

Education research Fieldtrip 

Field trip Fieldwork Formative 
assessment History Holistic 
education Humanities Imagination 

Inclusive education Learning 
Literature Review Multidisciplinary learning Music 
education Oral communication 

Peer assessment Redesigning 
Pedagogy Conference Special 

education Student agency Test construction 
Test validity Trial and error 

Home NIE  

1



Print Article Download PDF

2 

Articles you might like

When you work with students and listen to them, you see that many of them 
are working with all sorts of sophisticated ideas. 

- Suhaimi Afandi, Humanities and Social Studies Education Academic 
Group

Multiple Possibilities of Inquiry

When asked what they thought of the inquiry-based lessons, students in a pilot school compared 
them to the more “traditional” ones and “almost unanimously” agreed that lessons that were inquiry-
driven were more interesting and engaging.

Teachers whom Suhaimi spoke to were surprised when they listened to the historical interpretations 
students came up as they presented their findings. “When you work with students and listen to them, 
you see that many of them are working with all sorts of sophisticated ideas,” he says.

To Suhaimi, using inquiry as a strategy in the classroom opens up windows of opportunity for both 
learners and their teachers. Research has shown that students work with prior ideas about history 
that can range from something simple to something highly sophisticated.

“If teachers conceive history as a story that is merely transmitted to students, these students will end 
up with limited ideas,” Suhaimi explains. “With inquiry, it enables teachers to come up with strategies 
to get students to think about history – that it is interpretative, and that accounts of past events are 
reconstructed by historians based on available evidence.”

He also notes that History lessons are now more 
interesting and livelier with inquiry as a form of 
pedagogy.

Students also learn from one another when they 
present to their classmates their perspectives on 
differing historical accounts of the same event.

It goes to show that in the History classroom, 
nobody is really an authority on what’s right or 
wrong – what counts is evidence.

Suhaimi Afandi is a Lecturer with the Humanities and Social Studies Education Academic 
Group in NIE. He used to teach History and English Language in a secondary school, and 
later History and General Paper in a junior college.
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There was a shift of our 
understanding in fieldwork. 
It’s something that you have 
to facilitate.

- Wee Shen Sze, Seng Kang 
Secondary School 

A Learning Journey in Changi

A field trip is a great way to combine learning and fun for students. The Humanities teachers 
at Seng Kang Secondary School share how they got their students to become more involved 
in their learning.

If there were any teachers who like field trips as much as their 
students, it’d be the Humanities teachers at Seng Kang Secondary 
School.

“We had fun,” says Mdm Wee Shen Sze, “and we were the first 
ones to come up with a Changi field trip!” She is referring to how 
there are learning packages available for places such as Labrador 
Park and Fort Canning Park, but not Changi.

She and Ms Joani Lim are part of the team that came up with an 
integrated Humanities field trip for their Secondary 1 students last 
year.

They found Changi ideal because places such as the Changi Beach 
Park and Changi Museum allow them to integrate Geography and 
History learning in one trip.

A Different Approach

Joani and Shen wanted something different from previous field trips, where students would arrive at 
the site and look for answers to specific questions in a thick booklet.

Such an approach limited their students’ learning. It became just information gathering, instead of 
the students actively thinking and observing what was happening around them. They decided to try 
the inquiry approach instead.

Before the trip, they asked students to do research on Changi. “We deliberately didn’t tell them what 
to research on,” Joani recalls. “It was more of, ‘Go and find out interesting things about Changi’. If 
they find ghost stories of Changi, so be it! It was basically to get them interested in the places there.”

Active Learning

Once the students’ curiosity had been aroused, the teachers revealed the inquiry-based hypothesis, 
“Changi is an ideal place for family gatherings”, and asked them to discuss it.

For the field trip, Joani and Shen “activated” all the other teachers in the Humanities department, 
who stationed themselves at different locations in Changi. At each station, students engaged in a 
different activity instead of just taking notes.

For instance, at the Sook Ching Massacre site at Changi Beach Park, teachers tried to evoke 
historical empathy in students by doing a visualization exercise. They closed their eyes and 
imagined what had happened there during World War II. After that, they wrote a letter to an 
imaginary prisoner-of-war.

At the Johor Battery, students assessed whether it was a good tourist site. To do that, they 
interviewed people using a questionnaire they had created themselves. It was a chance for them to 
build their self-confidence and communication skills.

Learning beyond the Textbook

Besides making the activities varied and fun, the 
teachers also wanted to make the learning 
challenging for students by going beyond the syllabus.

The Secondary 1 students had not learned Physical 
Geography at the time, but one of the tasks they did 
was to observe the waves at the beach and to assess 
if it was a safe place for families.
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“Just because they were not doing Physical Geography doesn’t mean that they cannot learn it,” 
Shen says. “It requires a lot of observation skills, and one of the things we wanted was for the kids 
to observe the surroundings around them.”

And while you may teach students about coastal erosion, it may not mean much to them until they 
see if for themselves.

“If you bring them to an affected part of Changi Beach, they’ll go, ‘Huh, where’s the beach?’” says 
Joani. “That’s when they realize something is wrong, and they find a historical or geographical 
concept to articulate it. That’s what we wanted them to do.”

Facilitating Collaborative Work

Throughout the trip, the teachers were mindful that 
they were there to facilitate and not instruct. “There 
was a shift of our understanding in fieldwork. It’s 
something that you have to facilitate,” says Joani.

Facilitation has its own challenges. One was in 
facilitating collaborative work among the students.

“There’re a lot of assumptions made about students, 
that they’re able to interact naturally in a group,” Shen 
observes. “Even though you give them roles, you 
assume the leader will always know how to play the role of a leader, but not necessarily so.”

“We had to teach them group work skills too,” she adds. “It’s learning for both the teachers and the 
students.”

Teachers were not able to constantly monitor the groups during the field trip. Instead, they asked 
students to record the actions and conversations of their groups as part of their e-portfolio. Together 
with their findings and observations, these were presented to the class after the field trip.

The planning of the field trip took 2 months, which is certainly a lot of time for busy teachers like 
Joani and Shen. Even though the trip was a logistical and physical challenge for them, it’s clear that 
their students were learning more deeply. And this is certainly the kind of learning worth investing in!

 Useful Resource

Joani and Shen conducted a workshop entitled “Integrated Humanities Learning Journey to Changi: 
The Use of ICT in IBL-Infused Fieldwork” with their colleagues Mdm Hartini Mohamed and Mdm 
Zmelda Norazlina Zulkefle at the Redesigning Pedagogy Conference 2013. For more articles about 
the conference, see Issue 43 of SingTeach.

Joani Lim and Wee Shen Sze are Humanities teachers at Seng Kang Secondary School. 
Joani teaches Geography, English Literature and Social Studies. She is also the Information 
and Communications Technology Mentor for the Humanities. Shen teaches History and 
Social Studies and has 25 years of teaching experience. She is also the Subject Head for 
Character Development.
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The World at Your Fingertips

It was once almost impossible to study live volcanoes in the classroom, but students in Nan 
Hua High School are doing it. Using the online 3D globe, Google Earth, they can now travel 
the world virtually during their Geography class in search of volcanoes and other natural 
landforms.

“Where are you bringing us today?” is a question often heard during Geography lessons in Nan Hua 
High School. For teacher Mdm Wendy Lim, this question is music to her ears. It is a strong indicator 
that her students are excited to learn more. How does she pique their interest in Geography?

Conceptual versus Real Understanding

It all started when Wendy was in university. “I did a paper on 
how glaciers were formed and got an ‘A’ for it!”

But what she knew about glaciers was merely conceptual. It 
wasn’t till she encountered glaciers for the first time in New 
Zealand that she realized this.

“It was when I saw the glacier with my own eyes that I realized 
that knowing the theory does not provide the real understanding 
that actual experience brings,” she shares. “I couldn’t 
comprehend the immensity of it – I could actually walk on the 
glacier!”

In the classroom, students are far removed from the natural 
world. Wendy feels that this may limit their imagination, as well 
as their learning. “A lot of times, we have the concepts but only 

limited understanding,” she says.

Living in the urban city-state of Singapore, her students often have difficulty imagining the scale of 
certain landforms (such as volcanoes and mountains), and this sometimes leads them to have 
inaccurate ideas of these landforms.

To address this, Wendy and her three colleagues decided to create an integrated learning package, 
which introduces Google Earth into their Geography lessons. They believe that the use of this virtual 
globe browser will enrich students’ learning and understanding of Geography.

What is Google Earth?

Google Earth is a free Web application that features a 3D globe, map and geographical 
information that users can download onto their computer. With Google Earth, users can 
virtually transport themselves to any part of the world with just a click and view live images of 
the location, which are obtained from satellite and aerial photography.

You can download Google Earth at: http://www.google.com/earth/download/ge/agree.html

Overcoming Physical Constraints

Through the application, Wendy can “transport” her Secondary 2 students to a natural landform in 
another country.

Students are taught how to use the application’s tools, such as the ruler tool, which lets them 
measure the length of a volcano crater, for example. The historical image tool allows users to see 
how a mountain has changed over the years by dragging the cursor along a timeline.

“They also study the interrelationship between the human and the physical environment – how 
human interact with the landform,” Wendy says. Students can even tour the landform. This can be 
done using the street view tool.

The students were amused when they discovered that they could even walk inside the crater itself. 
“This allows them to see how huge the volcano is and make observations on the landform.”
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At the end of each lesson, students hand in their worksheets that are filled with their research 
findings from Google Earth.

Technology for Learning

To develop a culture of sharing, Wendy created a Facebook page for her Geography class where 
her students upload their class assignments.

“The objective for this learning package is to enhance students’ self-directed learning,” she adds. 
“Facebook allows a lot of sharing and collaboration.”

Students can offer suggestions or ask questions by commenting on their classmates’ posts about 
their research findings. They also share their findings by presenting in class using the Facebook 
group. This way, they can learn about other real-life landforms that their classmates have studied.

Both Google Earth and Facebook have opened up great learning possibilities for Wendy as well as 
for her students. “Technology has changed the way students learn and the way teachers teach.”

For research, she points her students to useful online resources. But to ensure that they understand 
what they are doing, she encourages her students to write and present their findings in their own 
words.

The students are also given inquiry questions which help guide them on what they should post on 
Facebook. “Students sometimes need to be taught how to post the right things and that is the 
challenging part.”

Wendy knows her students are on the right learning track when the number of questions they ask 
during lessons increases. “They ask good questions like: ‘Do all mountains only have one crater?’”

Through such an inquiry approach combined with technology, these students are well on their way 
to an endless discovery of the world beyond their classroom.

Useful Resource 

She presented her paper “Bringing Earth into the Classroom” at the Redesigning Pedagogy 
Conference 2013. For more articles about the conference, see Issue 43 of SingTeach.

Wendy Lim Li Ching is a Geography teacher at Nan Hua High School. Together with three 
other colleagues – Poon Yik Khuan, Katrina Adams and Wong Yuet Siong – they designed an 
integrated learning package for Geography lessons. These lessons tap on Google Earth and 
Facebook to help students study geographical landforms such as volcanoes, mountains, 
coasts, rivers, oceanic ridges and different geographical land use around the world.
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The Big Picture in Social Studies

Some teachers who teach Social Studies in primary schools didn’t specialize in the 
Humanities when they were in school. But if they ever need advice, teacher educators at NIE 
are always here to help. 

A Senior Lecturer in NIE and President of the History 
Association of Singapore, Dr Kho Ee Moi has an enduring 
relationship with the Humanities. She used to teach secondary 
school students of different abilities and was also involved in 
curriculum development for History and Social Studies.

Ee Moi certainly has much to share with teachers when it 
comes to Humanities education. Along with other NIE 
colleagues, she has been conducting workshops on inquiry-
based learning for Primary Social Studies teachers.

But the veteran educator recognizes that some teachers need 
more than just training in the inquiry approach. This is because 
they didn’t specialize in Humanities subjects in school. To 
address this, Ee Moi and her colleagues get back to basics in 
the workshops.

“What we needed to do initially was to help teachers see the importance of Social Studies,” she 
says. Even though Social Studies is a non-examinable subject in primary schools, it plays an 
important role in our children’s citizenship education.

Conceptual Approach

In the workshops, the teachers – especially those without a Humanities background – are 
encouraged to adopt a conceptual approach to teaching Social Studies. “We need to clarify the 
concepts, what these are and how to explore them,” says Ee Moi.

If teachers just stick to the facts, Ee Moi explains, pupils may not grasp the connections between 
events and issues that they are learning about. As such, they won’t get to see the big picture.

For example, when teaching about the founding of Singapore, many teachers tend to focus on the 
factual details, such as who founded Singapore and when. But concepts such as colonialism or 
migration can be explored as well.

“Pupils learn the factual details, and learn that people came from China, India and Malaysia. But 
they don’t know about immigration and the push and pull factors,” Ee Moi elaborates. Why not relate 
all these to current issues, such as the influx of foreign talent into Singapore?

Why do foreign talent come to Singapore? What are the consequences of them coming? How do 
they adapt to life in Singapore? These are questions that are worth exploring with pupils.

“We want to enable pupils to use inquiry to understand why people came, how they felt and how 
they settled down here. It is about discussing issues rather than just facts from the textbooks,” Ee 
Moi says.

Inquiry Workshops: An Eye-opener
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Ee Moi is conducting the “Nurturing Inquiring Minds: Social Studies for Primary 5 & 6” 
workshops with Dr Sim Hwee Hwang, Ms Chee Min Fui, Mdm Karen Chan, Ms Junaidah Binti 
Jaffar, Dr Doreen Tan and Mr Chelva Rajah from NIE’s Humanities and Social Studies 
Education Academic Group.

Two teacher participants shared what they experienced at the workshops.

“This workshop is an eye-opener. It tells us about the change of syllabus that is coming up. 
What I realize is the change in emphasis. The main message is to teach concepts to the 
pupils. It is not just that the content is important. But the children need to understand the 
correct concepts so that they can become better Singaporeans.”

Ms Lynette Ho, Princess Elizabeth Primary School

“For me as a teacher, it is nostalgic. All these were taught to me in Secondary 1 and 2. There 
are fond memories of my own History teacher and how animated she was! This brought me 
down the memory lane and my interest has been ignited. For me, I left school decades ago 
and if I find this eye-opening, I’m sure my pupils will benefit from this too!”

Ms Kamisah, Elias Park Primary School

Inquiry in Practice

“We grew up in schools where teachers talked while we took notes and underlined information. But 
things are different now,” Ee Moi says as she recalls her own schooling days.

Times have changed since then and so must our ways of teaching and learning.

With the shift towards inquiry-based learning, Ee Moi says the ultimate goal is for pupils to become 
independent and self-directed learners. “The onus is on pupils to learn, not for the teacher to ‘feed’ 
them information all the time.”

Teachers who need to be in control may feel uncomfortable initially. Speaking from experience, Ee 
Moi notes: “To hand over the responsibility to pupils and then guide them by the side is very hard! 
There is a tendency to tell them the answer.”

What is needed now is to equip pupils with the right skills to inquire. “In the inquiry approach, pupils 
need to go out and look for information. So we must teach them how to seek the information and 
analyse what they have found – that’s critical thinking.”

If teachers don’t provide enough guidance, pupils may simply copy and paste information from the 
Internet. If this happens, there will not be any learning.

The new approach may take some getting used to but Ee Moi is optimistic our teachers can do it. 
“One workshop is not going to perform a miracle. It takes time,” she says. “But if teachers keep 
trying, it will bear fruit!”

Fat and Skinny Questions

For primary school pupils, teachers may find that letting go of the learning will be harder. “The 
younger the pupil, the more the hand-holding,” notes Ee Moi.

In primary schools, where big books are used to teach pupils Social Studies, reading is itself a 
challenge. But inquiry is still possible. Ee Moi recommends that teachers use fat questions.

“Teachers need to ask fat questions rather than skinny questions. Fat questions open 
possibilities of opinions and a variety of answers, while skinny questions just garner a ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ or other one-word responses,” she explains.

The next time you want to get your young pupils to discuss something, try using a fat question 
and see what happens!
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Dr Kho Ee Moi is a Senior Lecturer at NIE’s Humanities and Social Studies Education 
Academic Group. Ee Moi is involved in both pre-service and in-service training of teachers 
and is currently coordinator of the in-service programmes for Primary Social Studies.
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Teaching with Inquiry

Five Humanities teachers share their experiences of using the inquiry-based learning 
approach in their classrooms. What benefits and challenges does this approach bring to 
teaching and learning? 

Inquiry-based learning certainly sounds like a good way for our students to learn. Through this 
approach, students become active learners who observe, collect, analyse and synthesize 
information to answer authentic questions. This will help them to become more adept at solving 
problems.

But what does it really look like in practice? We posed this question to five Humanities teachers who 
have tried out the approach in their classrooms.

Q: Based on your use of inquiry in your teaching, what are some 
benefits and challenges of inquiry-based teaching and learning that 
you’re experiencing?

 
Ms Fiona Koh, Head of Department (History), Marsiling Secondary School

Inquiry-based teaching has given me the opportunity to engage my 
students in a learning experience that gets at the heart of historical 
problems. The inquiry question serves as a guide to help them 
discover essential historical knowledge, problematize events in the 
past, as well as help students challenge their assumptions and 
knowledge about the past.

Using historical sources to support the inquiry framework has also 
given me the opportunity to develop students’ reading and interpretive 
skills within a classroom environment, and as part of my everyday 
instruction. Together with the question, historical sources serve as a 
rich resource to help students make better sense of history, such as 
the multi-causal nature of events or the confluence of personalities 
and circumstances in shaping history.

But the use of this approach is not without its challenges. The biggest 
challenge I often face is maintaining students’ level of interest and managing what I perceive as their
mental lethargy when participating in inquiry-based exercises. As students are generally used to an 
approach where the teacher simply transmits the information to them, inquiry-based exercises can 
be seen as mentally draining. This is especially so after a school day of consecutive lessons, and if 
students are not predisposed to taking on tasks that require more thinking and evaluating of their 
own.

Ms Michele Tang, Senior Teacher (Geography), Catholic High School

The use of inquiry with confidence in my classroom didn’t happen 
overnight. While I could have read the available literature on the 
benefits of inquiry, nothing comes close to actually trying it out.

The different dynamics in each class affects the lesson delivery. How 
inquiry takes shape in each classroom depends on the students’ co-
construction of their knowledge and what they could bring to class 
discussions.

We looked for opportunities to continue the rich discussions online 
through the use of Edmodo. After a while, I didn’t feel the pressure 
anymore of having to answer every question because the boys have 
developed a culture of helping each other through collaborative 
inquiry. And yes, we did cover our syllabus content. The added 

bonus was the rich learning that goes beyond our textbook.

Professionally, I’ve become a better facilitator. The challenge of tuning in to what students are 
interested in and exploiting these pockets of interest to deepen their inquiry excites me. I have 
learned to engineer conversations such that it seems that it is driven by them. I have learned what 
makes a good question. And I am still learning and sharpening these skills during each inquiry 
lesson.
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On top of that, I’ve also developed a stronger mastery in Geography just because I’m learning 
alongside my students. To see my students being self-directed in their learning, think critically and 
ethically, and articulate their thoughts in a confident and gentlemanly manner during discussions are 
just some of the encouraging milestones that we have achieved with inquiry.

Ms Tan Yah Hui, Senior Teacher (Social Studies), Cedar Girls’ Secondary School

To effectively incorporate inquiry-based teaching and learning 
definitely requires careful planning. Even in a regular classroom, time 
and timing is crucial. This is even more so for inquiry, because 
students need time and space to immerse themselves in the topic to 
be able to ask questions and seek answers to these questions. The 
teacher’s careful planning can help tremendously in narrowing down 
the scope of inquiry, as well as the amount of work to be undertaken.

Not every student enjoys learning this way though. The “instant-
noodles” generation often wants quick answers. So in a way, inquiry 
indirectly trains our students to be patient and to persevere as they 
plough through the maze (or haze, pun fully intended).

The hook that will spark students’ curiosity and get them to feel for 
the topic really becomes an important fuel to sustain them. And of 

course, the teachers’ vision, encouragement and guidance will go a long way in aiding this process.

Once you see the spark and “Aha!” in the students’ eyes, you know it is well worth the effort 
invested.

Finally, is there an end to the inquiry process? I guess the process stops when we stop asking 
questions. So the question to answer that question is: Will we ever stop asking questions? I think I 
speak for myself that the more I read and discover, the less I feel I know. So why not you try it out 
and be your own judge on this?

Ms Shariffa Alsree, Teacher (Social Studies), Maris Stella High School

I believe the inquiry approach empowers students to really study in 
depth what they find relevant, or better still, intriguing. I see students 
deeply engaged in discussions or simply contemplate, as a way of 
making meaning out of the information they learn in the Humanities.

They ask questions and learn that there can be not just one, but 
many answers to a question.

They learn that many things are a matter of perspective, especially 
when they struggle to classify information that they have gathered 
into neat categories.

They learn that the universe is really big. Yet, it is unbelievably 
intertwined. In essence, I think the inquiry approach equips my 

students with the intellectual, emotional and psychological resources to cope with what we 
understand as life in this age.

Of course, there are real challenges, such as students not being able to produce anything significant 
despite hours of discussion. Yet, such difficulties further justify a necessity for inquiry to be practised 
in the classroom. After all, if these students are not interested to find out what they think they want to 
know, why would they want to learn about what others think they should know?

I have learned that implementing inquiry in the classroom can be a long-drawn process which 
requires practice, baby steps and most importantly, faith in my students’ ability. I have also learned 
that the learning curves are well worth the effort, for both myself and my students. As a classroom 
community, I find that my students are now more critical and increasingly observant as they forge 
links between what they experience and what they learn in our inquiry classroom.

Mdm Norsidah Binte Suadi, Head of Department (CCE & Pastoral Care), Bukit View Primary 
School

Inquiry helps to develop positive learning dispositions that will help 
my students become lifelong learners.  In their quests for answers, 
they have become more inquisitive. As a teacher who advocates 
learning through inquiry, my role is to encourage them to continue to 
search for answers and skilfully seek and use information to draw 
conclusion.

From my experience, students need guidance during the information
-gathering process. My role is to equip them with the necessary tools 
such as questioning, KWL (Already Know, Want to Know, and 
Ultimately Learn), mind maps and graphic organizers to help them 
analyse and synthesize information that they have gathered. This will 
also help develop their higher order thinking skills.
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Through the inquiry process, my students have learned the value of perseverance and also 
harnessed their collaborative skills. They have also learned to take greater ownership of their own 
learning. Support and continuous encouragement from their peers have helped my students to 
become more confident when presenting their ideas, supported with reasoning. They have also 
learned to respect one another’s opinion.

However, time has always been my greatest challenge. To prepare an inquiry-based lesson, I need 
time to plan, select and prepare relevant materials that will help students in the inquiry process. 
Information gathering should move beyond textbook reading. Students should be given opportunity 
to explore various sources in order to develop their thinking and reasoning skills.
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Connecting Students to the World

When Ms Elaine Lim chose to study Humanities subjects for her O- and A-levels, someone 
told her it was a “suicidal combination”. She went ahead anyway and excelled in her studies. 
Now Deputy Director of the Humanities Branch at MOE, she shares with us how the 
Humanities can prepare our students for the future, and why an inquiry approach in the 
Humanities will benefit them.

Q: What is the role of Humanities education in today’s world?

First of all, the study of the Humanities offers 
students opportunities to really understand societal 
and related issues, and understand the complexities, 
whether it’s the ambiguity, the issues that matter, the 
phenomenon that we see in the world today. It’s not 
just at the local and national levels, but also the 
international.

The other fact is that students are given the 
opportunity to not just read but analyse a whole 
range of types of information. If you look at the 
Humanities, a wide range of data is provided – 
textual, media related, graphical – and it’s a lot of 
analysis, or making sense of information, and being 
able to develop our own opinions and conclusions as 
a result.

We’re not just talking about societies or people. It’s 
also the environment, the processes, the economy. Look at Geography, it’s really about 
understanding different kinds of environments. So it’s people and processes, the interaction and 
relationships that happen, and how the discussions we have about the issues that matter in the end.

To me, it’s not just about learning the content. It’s also how the skills, competencies, dispositions, 
perspectives and ways of thinking that students have will actually influence their analysis of issues, 
problem-solving and approaches.

Q: How does the inquiry approach enhance the teaching and learning 
of the Humanities?

Whenever we think about inquiry, people will say it’s always been in the field of science. But if you 
look at inquiry as a pedagogical approach, it is within a larger theory of learning and constructivism, 
where students are engaged and co-construct their learning, to reach a deeper understanding of 
learning. As a result, we developed the Humanities inquiry approach, and customize it to each 
Humanities subject.

If we were to look at inquiry in action, we will see questions being used, whether it’s from the teacher 
or students, and we will see use of evidence. We would see a whole range of sources of information 
being used. This relates to the point I made before.

Then there is the process of inquiry, where students use questions to start their investigation, select 
a whole range of information, evaluate, analyse and provide reasons, and reflect on their own 
thinking. When we unpack inquiry, we talk about these elements. This helps with knowledge 
construction, which must be there because when you inquire about an issue or phenomenon, there 
has to be something that matters which emerges from the process.

It’s also about the culture and environments you set out in the classroom, the roles and 
responsibilities of the teachers and students, and the continuum of how much guidance a teacher 
provides. We’re not saying that if it’s more teacher-directed, that’s bad inquiry. It depends on where 
the students are at and what they’re ready for. We do believe in an inquiry that is guided, but it could 
become student-led towards the end.

Q: What kind of student outcomes do you want to see?

When we think about the dispositions of students, we’re thinking about people who are very curious, 
open to ideas and flexible in the way they think about things. We also want to see the way they 
manage ambiguity and increase sensitivity to issues that matter.
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There is also the importance of being able to empathize and connect, and having a larger world view 
of not just themselves, not just their own personal interest and what matters to them personally but 
also what matters to groups of people, to community, to society. With the Humanities, the 
connection between knowledge, skills and values is important.

The other outcome is students being able to analyse issues from different points of view. Also, the 
skill of understanding multiple perspectives, and being able to engage with these perspectives while 
exercising a sound reasoning, all the while engaging in reflection.

And because we deal with issues that matter with society, where there are no tried-and-tested 
solutions, that process of reflection, making sense, making meaning is very important.

Useful Resource

CPDD’s Humanities Branch has designed a wide range of lesson packages for teachers, which can 
be found in OPAL (One Portal for All Learners). To access OPAL, teachers can log in via the 
Academy of Singapore Teachers website.

In a career in education that spans 25 years, Ms Elaine Lim has assumed many different 
roles, including teacher, head of department, vice-principal and principal. She is now Deputy 
Director of the Humanities Branch in the Curriculum Planning and Development Division at 
the Ministry of Education.

 

Connecting Students to the 
World 

When Ms Elaine Lim chose to 

study Humanities subjects for her 

O- and A-levels, someone …

The Value of Talking 

Working in groups, solving 

problems, thinking creatively: 

These are capacities we want our 

children to …

Getting Creative about 
Teaching 

The world has changed 

tremendously, but has our school

curriculum kept up with the 

changes? …

About Us

SingTeach is a bimonthly e-magazine for teachers. We put research 

within your reach in practical ways. A print version is also published by the 

National Institute of Education and supported by Marshall Cavendish 

Education.

Previous Next

2


	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9



