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1. INTRODUCTION 

Teachers are expected to play many roles in the process of educating 
their charges. Not only are they facilitators in learning, they are also 
counsellors, disciplinarians, evaluators, parent substitutes, character 
developers and motivators. 

In an achievement-oriented society like Singapore, teachers are under 
great pressure to ensure that their students score well in public examinations 
like the Primary School Learning Examination (Year 6) General Certificate 
Ordinary Level Examination (Year 1 0) and General Certificate Advanced 
Level Examination (Year 12). At the same time, they are also expected to 
provide an environment to stimulate students to think creatively and to 
explore. These dual tasks are not easy for most teachers to achieve, even for 
those teaching the better students. This will be even more demanding and 
challenging for teachers teaching the Normal Technical students who occupy 
the bottom 20% of the secondary cohort. How do these teachers perceive their 
roles then? This study is part of a funded project investigating the behaviours 
ofNormal Technical students and the perceptions of their teachers. 

Research studies by Dunkin and Biddle (1974), Shulman (1986), 
Berliner (1987), Good and Brophy (1987) and Jussim (1991) have repeatedly 
shown that: 

1) Teacher effectiveness, as measured by students' evaluations, is 
related to a teacher's personality at all school levels, including 
college. 

2) A teacher's personality might influence student achievement. 
3) Teacher enthusiasm is positively correlated with student 

achievement. 
4) Assuming responsibility for students' learning is characteristic 

of good teachers. 
5) Effective teachers consider the needs and abilities of their 

students when planning instructional strategies. 
6) Effective teachers are as concerned about increasing students' 

self-esteem as they are about increasing their stude:nts' 
knowledge. 

7) Teacher's expectations affect students' motivation to learn. 
8) Flexibility is an important behaviOur of good teachers. 



The above research findings give a thumbnail sketch of the 
characteristics of good and effective teachers besides indicating the 
intellectual and social behaviours expected of them. Teachers teaching the 
lower stream students need to be patient and caring, and hence it is important 
to match students' needs with their teachers' personality and professional 
attitudes. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

Altogether 88 teachers from eight secondary schools participated in the 
survey. All these teachers were engaged in teaching the Normal Technical 
classes in their respective schools. Experiences among them ranged from zero 
(new graduates from the National Institute of Education) to 40 years. 

The instrument used to collect data is a published questionnaire called 
the EDUCATIONAL ATTITUDE INVENTORY. There are altogether 
35 items in the questionnaire. Each item is placed on a 5-point Likert-Scale 
(Strongly Agree, Agree, Uncertain, Disagree and Strongly Disagree). 

The key areas of focus in the questionnaire are : 

1) Value placed on students ideas. 
2) Student-centred instruction. 
3) Sensitivity to students' individual needs and feelings. 
4) Opportunities given to student for thinking and expression. 
5) Enhancement of self-confidence and self-esteem in students. 
6) Helping students to understand the goals of education. 
7) Open and effective student-teacher communication. 
8) Helping student to interrelate information from different 

disciplines. 

3. RESULTS 

It is gratifying to learn that the cohort of teacher respondents seemed to 
be very positive about their roles in helping their weak students. Hence there 
is still hope that they can maximize the potentials in their students. 

3.1 TEACHERS' ROLE IN FACILITATING MEANINGFUL 
LEARNING 

Eighty-six per cent of the teachers responded that students' 
ideas are important and should be carefully considered. However they 
were more uncertain whether student are discouraged by school 
experiences to believe that their ideas are unimportant (33%). As 
many as 23% actually believed that school experiences are 
undermining students' belief in the importance of their ideas. It is 
encouraging that most teachers do believe that using students' ideas is 
an important way of boosting weak students' self-esteem and 
confidence. 



• 

This belief was furthered supported by 99% of the teachers who 
saw the need for students to have opportunities to succeed in class. 
77% of the teachers perceived that the classroom activities are useful 
mainly in facilitating the learning of subject matter.· Another 55% 
agreed that there is a tendency for teachers to keep their student'5 at 
their desks and texts. Only 28% of the teachers disagreed with this 
observation. On the whole, 92% of the teachers believed that students 
will find learning interesting when lessons are clearly and 
meaningfully taught. The respondents saw their role as facilitators and 
motivators of learning as of prime importance. 

A good 85% of the teachers believed that instructions shoulci be 
flexible to accommodate individual differences among students. 
Another 89% accepted that students can develop interest in their 
lessons if teachers can broaden their perspective across subject matter 
boundaries. Similarly, 84% saw the need to develop students' 
knowledge by interrelating facts and figures from many different 
subjects and 72% felt that students' understanding of a subject comes 
about through relating knowledge learned to broader problems of the 
world. 81% were in agreement that teachers need to show students the 
relationship between subject matter and the overall goal of education. 
91% accepted the responsibility that teachers should always explain to 
students the interrelationship among various curricular subjects. 
Almost all the teachers (96%) respondents firmly believed that the 
basic function of education is best fulfilled when students are helped to 
understand the significance of what they have learned. 

3.2 TEACHERS' ROLE AS A FRIEND 

Normal Technical (NT) students are characterized by their poor 
academic results, low self-esteem and lack of self-confidence. They 
need teachers who are friendly and supportive. Hence ii is gratifying 
to know that 98% of these NT teachers realized that it is important for 
teachers to understand the feelingsof the students. Furthermore, 95% 
have observed that students are more responsive to teachers who are 
able to understand their point of view. This is strengthened by 99% 
who believed that students need to feel valued by their classmates and . 
teachers. Another 92% strongly supported the belief that students are 
individuals who should be evaluated on the basis of their individual 
competencies and all teachers knew that it is important for students to 
know that their teachers have confidence in them. 

In general, 91% believed that students feel more positively 
towards school when they can communicate with their teachers and 
90% also realized that they can maximize their effectiveness by 
establishing personal ties with their students. But 48% of the teachers 
admitted sheepishly that teachers probably do not know their students 
well. Over 59% of the teachers felt that students are not given less 
credit than they are due. 



3.3 TEACHERS' ROLE IN STIMULATING THINKING AND 
DECISION-MAKING 

One of the three key initiatives taken by the Singapore Ministry 
of Education for the 21st century is to introduce thinking skills formally 
in all schools at all levels to meet the new challenges. As there is stiff 
competition between completing the syllabuses for the examinations 
and setting aside time to stimulate thinking, teachers are faced with the 
dilemma of attempting to achieve both objectives successfully. 50% of 
the teachers were uncertain whether teachers have a tendency to do too 
much of the student's thinking for him (especially for the weaker 
students) while 40% disagreed with the statement. Though 55% 
disagreed that teachers give students too few opportunities to make 
reasoned guesses and prediction, 32% felt otherwise. 

Teachers were more hesitant and uncertain when it comes to 
allowing students' choices about what they study. A third of the 
respondents (34%) was uncertain and 42% disagreed that choices 
would destroy continuity of learning. About 7 4% felt that teachers 
should be cautious in adopting methods which allow students control 
over their learning process. It is quite evident that teachers were not 
confident in allowing students having a greater say and control over 
their learning. A plausible reason is that these weaker students may 
not be mature enough to make wise and sensible choices which will 
benefit their learning and experiences. 

4. CONCLUSION 

The findings reveal a great deal of the ideals of these Normal 
Technical teachers. Though they are aware that they are dealing with weak 
students, they still believe that these students should be stimulated to think and 
their ideas respected. They strongly believed that they can help students to 
learn better through encouragement and positive teacher-student relationship. 
The teachers were convinced that these students need opportunities to succeed 
and mentors who are responsive to their needs and views. However they were 
not convinced that these students are mature enough to decide on their own 
learning. They believed these students need to have a structured curriculum 
devised by the experts. As these students are not usually task-oriented and 
knowledgeable, the teachers were more cautious in allowing the students too 
much control over their own studies. 

The study has painted a very positive profile of the Normal Technical 
teachers -· supportive, encouraging, sensitive and courageous in accepting 
challenges. The Normal Technical students need such teachers to maximize 
their potentials. 
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Table 1 
Educational Attitude of Normal Technical Teachers 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Educational Attitudes No Strongly Agree Uncertain Disagree Strongly 
Response Agree Disagree 

1. The ideas of students are important 25% 61.4% 10.2% 2.3% l.l% 
and should be carefully listened to and (22) (54) (9) (2) (l) 

considered. 
l 

2. Each student should be provided many 36.4 52.3 10.2 0 l.1 
opportunities to succeed in the (32) (46) (9) (l) 

classroom. 
3. Students often come to learn through 1.1 2.3 22.7 33.0 37.5 3.4 

their school experiences that their (1) (2) (20) (29) (73) (3) 

ideas are not important. 
4. The backbone of the school curriculum 8.0 69.3 11.4 11.4 0 

is subject matter, activities are useful (7) (61) (10) (10) 

mainly to facilitate the learning of 
subject matter. 

5. Teachers tend to keep the student too 1.1 4.5 50.0 15.9 27.3 1.1 

confined to the textbook and to the (1) (4) (44) (14) (24) (1) 

desk. 
6. It is important that the teacher l.l ' 44.3 53.4 1.1 0 0 

understands the feelings of the student. (1) I (39) (47) {l) 

7. Students are too frequently required to 1.1 6.8 31.8 18.2 39.8 2.3 

learn lists of information which have (1) (6) (28) (16) (35) (2) 

little meaning or u:ility for them. I 

8. The structure of a field of knowledge 1.1 30.7 61.4 2.3 4.5 
is intrinsically interesting to students ( l) (~7) (54) {2) {4) 
when it is clearly and meaningful:y 
taught. 

9. The curriculum consists of subject 21.6 173.9 2.3 2.3 
matter to be learned and skills to be (19) (65) (2) (2) 

acquired. I 
10. Students are frequently given less 11.1 21.6 18.2 58.0 1.1 

credit than they are due. ( 1) (19) ( 16) (51) (1) 

ll. Instruction is too often aimed at the l.l 4.5 63.6 9.1 21.6 
· group rather than at the individual. (1) (4) (56) (8) (19) 

12. The development of self-understanding 22.7 75.0 2.3 
is a worthv educational goal. . (20) (66) (2) 

13. Teachers give students too few 3.4 27.3 14.8 50.0 4.5 
opportUnities to make reasoned (3) (24) (13) (44) (4) 
guesses and predictions as they teach. 

14. Students are more respomive to 27.3 68.2 2.3 2.3 
teachers who are able to understand (24) (60) (2) (2) 
their point of view. 

15. Students are individuals and should be 27.3 64.8 5.7 23 
evaluated on the basis of their (24) (57) (5) (2) 
individual competencies. 

16. Teachers have a tendency w do too 2.3 8.0 50.0 13.6 26.1 
much of the student's thinking for 

I 

I (2) (7) (44) {12) (23) 
him. 

17. The teacher should provide varied 2l.6 I 72.7 3.4 2.3 
opportunities for the srudent to use (19) (64) (3) (2) 
what he has learned. 

18. It is important for the srudent to know 39.8 60.2 
that the teacher has confidence in him. (35) (53) 



1~. Teachers must set definite information 11.1 14.8 65.9 13.6 4.5 

aside to show students the relationships I (i) (13) (58) (12) (4) 

between subject matter and the overall 
goal of education. 

20. The school should not be expected to 2.3 ? 45.5 12.5 15.9 ? 
compensate for t!le deficiencies of the (2) (2) (40) (11) (14) (1) 

home. 
21. Students need to feel valued by their 30.7 68.2 0 1.1 0 

classmates and teachers. (27) (60) (1) 

22. If parents were firmer and more regular 77.3 20.5 2.3 

in the discipline of their children, the (68) (18) (2) 
work of the teacher would be easier. 

23. The essential function of elementary 36.4 54.5 5.7 2.3 1.1 

school courses lies in their preparing (32) (48) (5) (2) (1) 

students for later courses. 
24. The student feels more positively toward 26.1 65.9 4.5 3.4 

school when open and effective (23) (58) (4) (3) 

communication exists between himself 
and the teacher. 

25. Instruction should be flexible enough to 13.6 7i.6 8.0 6.8 

accommodate individual differences (12) (63) (7) (6) 

among students. 
26. I The deep interest which students '1.1 20.5 67.0 10.2 l.1 

sometimes develop in a subject can (1) (18) (59) (9) (1) 

J become more valuable if teachers broaden 
J their perspectives across subject matter I boundaries. 

27. Teachers maximize their effectiveness by 23.9 65.9 4.5 3.4 

establishing personal ties with their 
I 

(21) (4) (3) 

students. 

I 3.4 28. j Teachers probably don't know their 44.3 I 27.3 I 25.0 

I 1 students well enough. (3) (39) (24) (22) 

29. Students find it difficult to concentrate 2.3 10.2 33.0 15.9 38.6 

when there is activitv in the classroom. (2) (9) (29) (14) (34) 

30. I The student's knowiedge is best l.l 1 20.5 63.6 11.4 3.4 
developed when teachers interrelate facts (1) (i8) (56) (10) (3) 

and figures from many different subject 
fields. 

31. I Students never really understand a subject 17.0 54.5 ,13.6 14.8 

1 
until they can relate what they have (15) (48) (12) (13) 

I learned to the broader problems of the 
world. 

~.., I Teachers should be cautious in adopting 9.1 64.8 18.2 5.7 2.3 j._, 

methods and procedures which give (8) (57) (16) (5) (2) 

students greater control over the educative 
process. 

33. Teachers should aiways be prepared to 1.1 14.8 75.0 8.0 1.1 
explain to students interrelationships (1) (13) (66) (7) (1) 

. among various element; of the overall 
I curriculum. 

' 
34. I The contmulty of learmng IS destroyed 2.3 21.6 34.1 40.9 1.1 

when students are given choices about m ( i 9) (3.0) (36) (!) 

\ what they studv. 
35. I The basic function of education is best I 14.8 81.8 3.4 

I fulfilled when students are led to (!3) (72) (3) 

understand the general significance of ihe 
material thev have learned. 
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