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Teaching and Learning with Stories

The number of students studying Literature has been declining since the 1990s. Literature

educators in Singapore are working hard to turn things around, and to show their students

that more than ever, we need literature in our modern life.

“When I look back, I am so impressed again with the life-giving power of literature. If I were a young

person today, trying to gain a sense of myself in the world, I would do that again by reading, just as I

did when I was young.”

– Maya Angelou, American author and poet

How do the youth of today think of literature? Are they convinced of the “life-giving” power of

literature, or are they perhaps asking, “Of what relevance is Shakespeare to my daily life?”

In 1992, 16,970 students took Full Literature an O-Level subject in school. Now, the figure is near

3,000. Many reasons have been offered to explain the decline in the numbers.

In 2013, Senior Minister of State for Education and Law Ms Indranee Rajah explained in Parliament

that students now have more subjects to choose from than in the past. Also, many think that it is

difficult to score well for Literature.

Another reason, suggests Dr Loh Chin Ee, an

Assistant Professor at NIE, is that students may

not see the relevance of Literature in

pragmatically oriented Singapore.

“It’s better to, say, be doing Science or Math

where there’re more practical returns. Literature

is not seen as a necessity,” she says.

But is that really the case? Has Literature nothing

left to teach our students, digital natives who are

living in a globalized and hyperconnected world?

Not true, says Chin Ee and the other Literature educators we spoke to for this issue.

By exploring the depth and breadth of the human experience through works of literature, teachers

can help students understand themselves and others better in a multicultural and interconnected

world.

Jerome Bruner talks about two kinds of thinking. The first is of the “scientific” kind that deals with logic,

facts and evidence. It is also the kind our technology-driven society places a premium on.

“The other way of thinking is through narratives, through stories. We understand the world we live in

through the stories we hear every day, whether from other people, in the news or in the books we

read,” says Chin Ee.

This narrative approach to thinking is natural to us as human beings, which is why we often find

stories more engaging than hard facts. Through stories, Literature encourages us to better

understand and examine the world we live in.

Literature is important, but the way it’s taught, that’s also very, very
important.

- Loh Chin Ee, English Language and Literature Academic Group

Thinking Critically about Stories

But as a subject, Literature is not just about the story. What’s even more important is how we think

about these stories.
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We understand the world we
live in through the stories we
hear every day, whether
from other people, in the
news, or in the books we
read.

- Chin Ee on thinking
through narratives and
stories

“We could go into the classroom and introduce these stories, and just say, ‘Oh aren’t these stories

great?’” says Chin Ee. But to her, good Literature teaching entails more – much more. It’s getting

students to expand their thinking.

Good stories “pull” the readers in so that they become emotionally involved. But students must then

take a step back and critically reflect on what they had read.

Teachers need to ask them questions. What are the possible messages of this story? What are the

conflicting messages? Where do you stand on this, and why? Is it because of your own history and

background?

Chin Ee gives an example from the short story Mid-autumn by Singapore writer Tan Hwee Hwee,

about a mother who put her daughter through medical studies. The daughter eventually became a

doctor and decided to leave her mother to become a missionary in Zambia.

Most readers would empathize with the mother and her loss because the story was written from her

perspective. But this is where the teacher should come in to remind students to also think from the

daughter’s perspective, as somebody who wants to be independent and help others in need.

The teacher can go even further to get the students to

think about how their own individual experiences may

predispose them to “read” the story in a particular way.

When students read such stories of conflicts and

dilemmas and are asked to explain their stance, they

get a chance to work out for themselves what their

core values and principles are.

They will also begin to understand others who are

different from themselves and learn to empathize while

being critical at the same time.

21st Century Literacies

One defining feature of literature is the rich and intense language that writers use to weave

their tales. “One of the things that the Literature subject does is that it exposes students to

very rich texts, and how they can dissect the text and look at how things are being said,” says

Chin Ee.

This ability to read and understand complex text cannot be underestimated. The definition of

basic literacy has changed over the years. In the earlier part of the 20th century, you would be

considered literate if you could sign your name. It’s a different ball game now, says Chin Ee.

“Just think about blogging – you need to be able to write, and write well.”

The English Language (EL) curriculum is beginning to adapt to the new demands by including

literary texts in assessment tasks.

“It’s a nod to how important it is to be able to read rich texts and to understand them,” she

says. “In that sense, literature is very relevant and it ought to take a greater place in the EL

classroom.”

Teaching Literature

The challenge for Literature educators today is to constantly think of ways to connect the subject to

real-life issues for their students, or risk being seen as teaching a subject of outdated tales.

One thing that they can do is to be more adventurous about the texts they choose for their class. It is

sometimes tempting to stick to the “safe” choices that we’re familiar with.

“We think students should be exposed to certain

texts, say, something by Shakespeare or To Kill a

Mockingbird, which was first published in 1960,”

says Chin Ee.

“They’re good books. But I think that at particular

times of students’ lives, and given particular

students’ profiles, I might prefer to choose a text

that engages them and which is also sufficiently

rich so that they can delve deeply into it.”

To become more adventurous in choosing texts,

teachers would have to read widely, be it canonical works, young adults’ novels or popular fiction.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/To_Kill_a_Mockingbird
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Chin Ee says, “My big emphasis would be on reading. We don’t read enough when we’re teaching.

We’re often too tired to read!”

Teachers can in turn encourage their students to read outside of the assigned works. Book

clustering, or suggesting books, both fiction and non-fiction, and movies that are related to the

Literature text, is one way to encourage students to get students interested in reading.

“Literature is not about reading that one text closely in the classroom. It’s about reading many texts

and being able to analyse books, movies, novels, TV shows and even ads,” explains Chin Ee.

Some teachers are also using technology, social media and pedagogical approaches such as

Socratic questioning to change how Literature is being taught in schools.

For example, teachers in Crescent Girls’ School encouraged their students to use interactive digital

media tools such as online forums and blogs for Literature and other subjects. (Read more about

strategies that Literature teachers are using in the book Teaching Literature in Singapore Secondary

Schools.)

As Chin Ee puts it, “Literature is important, but the way it’s taught, that’s also very, very important.”

And the work that teachers do today will ensure that Literature will continue to inspire our students of

today and tomorrow to find their place in the world.

Tip for Teachers: Focus on Writing Too!

Read and analyse: That’s what students should be doing in the Literature classroom. But

writing is just as important for students to do well in the subject.

“Teachers need to pay as much attention to writing as they do to reading. I think experienced

Literature teachers know this. They usually have a writing programme, even if they don’t call it

that,” shares Chin Ee.

“In most classrooms, when teachers talk about writing, it’s only before and after a test. Writing

feeds into your reading and into your thinking as well. So I think there should be more

emphasis on having an explicit writing programme, and making connections between writing,

reading and thinking in the Literature classroom.”

Useful Resource

Loh, C. E., Yeo, D., & Liew, W. M. (Eds.). (2013). Teaching Literature in Singapore secondary

schools. Singapore: Pearson.

Loh Chin Ee is the Guest Editor of this issue. She is an Assistant Professor with the English

Language and Literature Academic Group in NIE. Formerly a teacher, she has taught at

Raffles Girls’ Secondary School, Anglo-Chinese School (Independent) and Yishun Town

Secondary School. Her research interests are in Literature curriculum and instruction, reading

and teacher education.
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Citizens of the World

How can Literature education continue to remain relevant in our time? For one Literature

teacher educator, the answer lies in how we can harness it to teach our students to care about

what’s happening in the world today.

Literature students in Singapore are trained to know the studied literary

text inside out. Want to test this out? Randomly pick a passage from the

text and show it to them. A good student would likely be able to tell you

what it’s all about and dissect for you the plot, and analyse its characters

and their motivations.

This is because our Literature curriculum encourages students to read

“deeply” into a work. This emphasis on depth is important, says Dr

Suzanne Choo from the English Language and Literature Academic Group

in NIE. It is not just about reading a book, but critically appreciating how it

has been constructed.

While Literature education has been very effective in inculcating such skills

in students, perhaps it can offer even more. Through its connection to

cosmopolitanism, Literature can educate students to be responsible

citizens of the world.

Cosmopolitanism: Rooted in Responsibility

Decades of rapid globalization have led to increased movements of people and goods around the

world, and there have been concerns about the effects of consumerism and immigration. As Suzanne

describes it, interest in cosmopolitanism by academics may be seen as an ethical response to such

effects.

Students who have a cosmopolitan outlook may more readily empathize with others, even those who

are physically or culturally distant. They may feel a greater sense of shared responsibility towards

what is happening to their fellow global citizens.

As consumers, when shopping for a smartphone, for example, students may pause and consider how

much factory workers in a developing country are being paid to produce such phones, and whether

they are being treated fairly.

When students read in the news about a bombing that has taken place in a neighbouring country,

they may be concerned about how lives are lost or affected through such acts of violence.

The Internet has made it possible for students to know in an instant what is going on in the world

today, but Literature has the potential to make them care.

Empathy for Others

What is it about Literature that lends itself to cultivating a sense of empathy in students?

“Empathy requires you to look at things from someone else’s perspective. Literature often zooms in

on individual lives as opposed to examining abstract ideas or information,” explains Suzanne.

Literature cultivates a concern about the lives and experiences of other people.

Also, a good work of Literature doesn’t tell the reader what to think. “It invites you to watch and listen

to the ways lives unfold in particular cultural contexts,” describes Suzanne.

“At the same time, the literary text does not tell you how to judge the other. Rather, it presents room

for interpretation to allow the reader to participate in its world.”

The “openness” of literary language leaves room for students to interpret, dialogue among

themselves and construct meaning from the text.

The literary text should be seen as an entry point to the world.

- Suzanne Choo, English Language and Literature Academic Group

Home › issue 47 mar / apr 2014 › Citizens of the World

The Competent Teacher

Special Education in

Singapore

Assessment and Learning

Most Read Articles

Subscribe

Submit

Tags

Alternative assessment Assessment

feedback Assistive technology Character-

building Classroom relationship Cognitive

diagnostic assessments Disciplinary literacy Fieldtrip

Field trip Fieldwork Formative
assessment History Holistic
education Humanities Imagination

Inclusive education Learning Learning

environment Literature Review  Multidisciplinary

learning Music education Peer assessment

Redesigning Pedagogy
Conference Self-determination

theory Special education Student agency Teacher-

student relationship Teacher research
Test construction Test validity Trial and error

Working memory

Home NIE

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://www.facebook.com/SingTeach
http://vimeo.com/singteach
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/rss
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/current-issue/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/previous-issues/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/topics/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/about-us/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/contact-us/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/resources/
https://www.nie.edu.sg/english-language-and-literature
http://www.nie.edu.sg/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/category/issues/issue-47-mar-apr-2014/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue23-teachered/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue23-teachered/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue41-bigidea/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue41-bigidea/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue40-bigidea/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue40-bigidea/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/alternative-assessment/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/assessment-feedback/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/assistive-technology/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/character-building/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/classroom-relationship/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/cognitive-diagnostic-assessments/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/disciplinary-literacy/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/fieldtrip/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/field-trip/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/fieldwork/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/formative-assessment/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/history/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/holistic-education/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/humanities/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/imagination/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/inclusive-education/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/learning/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/learning-environment/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/literature-review/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/multidisciplinary-learning/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/music-education/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/peer-assessment/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/redesigning-pedagogy-conference/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/self-determination-theory/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/special-education/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/student-agency/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/teacher-student-relationship/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/teacher-research/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/test-construction/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/test-validity/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/trial-and-error/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/working-memory/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://www.nie.edu.sg/


2/6/2014 Citizens of the World |  SingTeach |  Education Research for Teachers

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue47-research01/ 2/3

Making Interconnections

Something Literature teachers can do is to help students make connections between the literary text

they are studying and other texts. This will help students see how the key concepts and ideas they

learn in the Literature classroom play out in other cultures and contexts.

As Suzanne explains, “The literary text should be seen as an entry point to the world.” Teachers can

highlight to students particular moments in their Literature text that can be complemented and

disrupted by texts from different cultures. These can include non-fiction texts such as documentaries,

memoirs and news articles.

Teachers can encourage students to:

read against the text by critically evaluating its aesthetic construction and the ideological values

tied to this;

read across texts by thinking about how a text connects to networks of literary texts in the world;

and

read around the text by tracing how its ideas connect historically with other literary and non-

literary sources.

Rethinking Literature Education

The number of students taking up Literature as a subject at the upper secondary level has declined

in recent years. Some see it as a cause for concern. But to Suzanne, it is also an opportunity for

educators to rethink the Literature curriculum.

She thinks that literary texts currently taught in Singapore

classrooms often deal with themes such as colonialism,

apartheid and American race relations.

Suzanne often challenges her teachers to think about this: How

can our Literature curriculum connect more closely to what is

happening in our world today? For example, what do the literary

texts have to say about terrorism, immigration, human rights,

human trafficking, global warming and the effects of

transnational corporations?

A cosmopolitan Literature curriculum that emphasizes deeper

empathetic understanding of other cultures will help to foster

“hospitable imagination”, in which one responds out of ethical

responsibility towards others different from oneself.

A hospitable imagination is becoming increasingly important in Singapore, says Suzanne, because we

need to learn how to work, live and study alongside immigrants and foreigners.

“If I’m communicating with someone from another culture, I cannot just communicate intellectually. I

need to have particular dispositions, such as openness to learn from and not just tolerate someone

from a different race or culture, as well as the capacity to negotiate and appreciate ambiguity,” she

points out.

Literature education plays a vital role in preparing our students for the globalized world. It opens up

space in the classroom for our students to think deeply about not just the stories they read, but also

essential questions about what it means to be a human being and to relate to the others in our

interconnected age.

Cosmopolitan Pedagogies

As part of her research in literature pedagogy, Suzanne observed six teachers in Singapore,

New York and Perth who applied various “cosmopolitan pedagogies” in their teaching of

Literature. She shares with us two strategies that she observed in their classrooms.

The Universal and the Particular

An Australian teacher introduced the unit “Literature and Human Rights” in her high school

class. She asked students to read the graphic novel The Arrival by Shaun Tan. “The novel is a

powerful visual story about an immigrant who arrives in a foreign land and conveys the

universal sense of alienation and displacement,” Suzanne says.

“What is interesting is how she related this to the particular, in this case, the specific political

issues concerning the problems of immigration in Australia.”

The literary text became that entry to getting students to critically examine how similar or

different the story’s characters are from the immigrant communities in present-day Australia.

http://www.shauntan.net/books/the-arrival.html
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The teacher supplemented the text with documentaries and news articles about various

marginalized groups. Students conducted research on a minority group in Australia and

represented the group in a simulated forum in class.

Ethical Interruptions

A teacher was teaching Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew. Midway through the text, he

stopped and “interrupted” it by introducing other texts by writers from different parts of the

world, such as Japan, Singapore, and the US. The teacher wanted students to think about the

ways women are “tamed” and made to conform across history and cultures.

Suzanne describes this as ethical interruption because the aim was to expand students’

worldview, so that they would not look at an issue or concept only from their culture’s

perspective.

“What may be deemed oppressive or negative in one culture may be regarded differently in

another culture. There is also a need to disrupt the idea of a singular cultural perspective to

see how forms of cultural interconnections and mixings have occurred throughout history.”

Suzanne hopes to see more transnational literary texts introduced into the classroom. They are

usually written by authors who are themselves “flexible” citizens and the stories are not set in a

particular location. These texts often deal with contemporary global realities such as cross-

cultural clashes, the experience of mobility and its corresponding sense of dislocation, and the

effects of living in a hyper-simulated and mediatized age.

Suzanne Choo is Assistant Professor with the English Language and Literature Academic

Group in NIE. She is interested in issues related to education for global and cosmopolitan

citizenship, particularly in relation to Literature education. Recently, she published the book

Reading the World, Globe, and the Cosmos: Approaches to Teaching Literature for the

Twenty-first Century.
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Literature Festival Turns 10!

The teacher organizers share with us stories of how their students both learned and had fun at

the festival that celebrates all things Literature.

Students from Chestnut Drive Secondary School attended the Literature Festival for the first time last

year. And it certainly won’t be their last.

“They didn’t know Literature could be so fun!” shares their teacher Ms Michelle Lim. “And they’ve

been asking me when they can start preparing for this year’s festival.”

A record number of 82 schools took part in the festival held at Dunman High School last year,

compared to just 30 when it first started in 2005.

In the face of a decline in the number of students taking N- and O-Level Literature, the festival

organizers find such enthusiasm very promising, because their “mission statement” has always been

to keep the flame alive for Literature.

“It’s always been about enthusing students in what Literature is and is about,” says the festival

founder, Dr Suzanne Choo from NIE.

Suzanne Choo (second from right) and the team of teachers organizing the Literature Festival

Learning Beyond the Classroom

Mrs Rupa Beng Choo, a Literature teacher at Crescent Girls’ School, explains that the Literature

Festival aims to bring learning beyond the classroom. Every activity is an opportunity for students to

apply what they have learned during their lessons.

“It’s like bringing what they learned in class alive,” she notes. “It’s one way of making learning of

Literature exciting!”

For example, students from different schools pitted their knowledge of a literary text against each

other in the set-text debate. They not only had to argue for their own stance, but also question their

opponents in the rebuttal rounds.

“It gives the students the ability to not only criticize each other but summarize and reiterate for

themselves what they have learned,” notes Ms Chong See Hwei from Paya Lebar Methodist Girls’

School (Secondary).

The same goes for the book parade, where students promoted the texts they were studying to their

peers from other schools. “It’s another avenue to allow students to express what they know about the

text in whatever way they want to put it, be it a poster, using Information Technology or other

artefacts. They can even come dressed up as the characters,” Beng Choo explains.

Michelle shares how her students were very worried that they would embarrass themselves because

they didn’t spend much on props for the parade. “But they did well!” she says. “Upon reflecting, they

realized, ‘Literature is like that – we don’t need the fancy stuff! ’ It’s about what you interpret from the

text.”

Learning from One Another

Students who took part in the festival gained a deeper appreciation of Literature. But even more
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valuable is their experience of interacting and competing with peers from other schools.

The students of Ms Maria Vanderstraaten from River Valley High School first attended a 3-hour

workshop on how to write a poem, and then presented their own compositions at the festival.

“We had students who performed in front of total strangers for the very first time in their whole lives,”

shares Maria. “At first, they felt very jittery but in the end, they emerged more confident than I had

ever seen them.”

Beng Choo agrees and recalls how students from Queenstown Secondary School debated against

her students last year and won. “You should’ve seen their thrill and excitement! I think they did a

wonderful job. So if you ask me, that kind of encouragement is sometimes better than getting 80

marks in a test.”

For those students who did not win, all is not lost. Ms Grace Kanai from Greenridge Secondary

School shares that her students lost a debate last year, but not their spirit of learning.

“They were still enthusiastic, and said they knew why they lost,” she recalls. “They said it wasn’t

because they didn’t have the content knowledge. It was because they were not articulate in

presenting their arguments, but they would work on it. They were really taken away by the insights of

the opposing team.”

A Literature Identity

Ms Junaidah Abdul Wahab from Nan Hua High School agrees, and thinks it is because the festival

provides a safe, informal environment for them, away from grades and pressures.

“Even if they lose, they’ll feel bitter for an hour, and then they’re OK because it’s fun.” she explains.

“Also, they made friends with other students from other schools and teased them: ‘I have lesson notes

that you don’t have!’”

And through such friendships and interactions, some students start to feel a sense of belonging.

Junaidah notes that there are very few Literature classes in her school. Because of that, her students

feel like they are a minority group in the school.

“When they went to the festival and realized they were not alone, some of them told me,‘Teacher, we

finally see people like us!’” she says.

“The best part is when they come back to school and instead of feeling different, they feel proud of

themselves. They announced to their peers that they had fun learning. They now have a Literature

identity.”

Keeping the Flame Alive

This year will see the Literature Festival celebrating its 10th anniversary, and the organizing

committee hopes more teachers will join their ranks.

“The festival is purely teacher-run and dependent on volunteers,” says Suzanne. “Every year, we’ve

more enthusiastic teachers who volunteer to serve out of passion. It’s very encouraging!”

However, she notes that they are always looking out for more schools to offer to host the festival, and

for more Literature teachers to serve as judges.

Suzanne’s wish is for all Literature educators in Singapore to see the Literature Festival as their

“project”. In the meantime, this group of committed educators continues to keep the flame alive by

working together to make the festival bigger and better. And if they had their way, Literature will never

become a “sunset subject” in Singapore schools.

Dr Suzanne Choo is an Assistant Professor with the English Language and Literature

Academic Group at NIE. Grace Kanai is a teacher at Greenridge Secondary School. She has

been teaching for 2 years. Rupa Beng Choo is a teacher at Crescent Girls’ School. She has
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been teaching for 30 years. Junaidah Abdul Wahab is a teacher at Nan Hua High School. She

has been teaching for 12 years. Michelle Lim is a teacher at Chestnut Drive Secondary School.

She has been teaching for 2 years. Maria Vanderstraaten is a teacher at River Valley High.

She has been teaching for 12 years. Chong See Hwei is a teacher at Paya Lebar Methodist

Girls’ School (Secondary). She has been teaching for 3 years.

More information about the Literature Festival can be found here:

http://nationalschoolslitfest.wikispaces.com
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Literature for Every One

“Students who are weak in English will find Literature to be a struggle.” However, one

Literature teacher from Hougang Secondary School believes hard work and passion for the

subject will go a long way.

There are no standard answers in the Literature classroom, says veteran teacher Mr Ghazali Abdul

Wahab. Many students fret about this. But to him, it is the main selling point of Literature.

“Your opinion matters, as long as you can provide your justification and evidence. And if you can

express and write it clearly, you can’t be wrong,” he says.

Passion for Literature

Ghazali teaches Literature in both the Express and Normal Academic streams in Hougang Secondary

School, and he is well aware that students see it as a “difficult” subject.

But anyone can study Literature, if they truly want to. “If students have the passion for Literature, they

will do well in the subject,” Ghazali says. “I see passion as a bigger determinant of success.”

In some schools, lower secondary students need to do well in both English Language (EL) and

Literature if they wish to take Literature as an O-Level subject. However, Ghazali makes an exception

for those who are persistent. For him, it is definitely a matter of putting your heart into what you do.

“They will do whatever it takes to improve their English!” he says about those students who did not do

well in EL but who chose to study Literature. “They read more, and they practise the language more

because they want to do well in the subject they love.”

Knowing how important it is to keep his students interested in the subject, Ghazali is always thinking of

ways to make Literature more enjoyable and relevant to them. “You need to make your subject more

interesting.” he shares with us. “When students find Literature interesting, fun and engaging, they will

want to do well for it.”

Engaging Students in Literature

Imagine students and teachers enjoying the movie Pirates of the Caribbean in a cinema hall together.

It is part of Ghazali’s effort to connect what students learn in Literature with pop culture.

For example, if he is teaching Lord of the Flies by William Golding, he will consider using popular

movies on survival and self-preservation, such as The Hunger Games and Percy Jackson, in class

and link them to the novel.

Injecting such elements of “fun” during lessons can help students learn better, even if sometimes they

don’t realize it!

“I think that is the best kind of learning: when you actually learn but you don’t know you are learning,”

Ghazali notes. “You feel like you are having fun but when you leave class, you learn something

important.”
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Literature is one of the best
subjects because through it,
you create a fictitious world
for the students to engage in
a non-threatening way.

- Ghazali on one of the
benefits of Literature

Other than that, selecting the “right” book also makes a big difference. Some literary masterpieces,

no matter how essential they seem, may not be the best choice if students do not relate to them. (see

box story “Selecting the ‘Right’ Text” below).

Selecting the Right Text

Having taught Literature to students of different

abilities, Mr Ghazali believes in selecting texts

that are easier for students to relate to. “We

choose contents that we find relevant and

interesting for the kids of today.”

He also finds that books and short stories by

Singaporeans are the most suitable ones for his

students.

“They don’t have to travel to England or South

Africa to find out more about these foreign cultures. They are already here; they can relate to

these stories.”

Also, compared to long novels, short ones also seem better at holding students’ attention.

A book that he uses and strongly recommends is the anthology Telltale: 11 Stories, edited by

local writer Gwee Li Sui. It is a compilation of stories about locals living in a modern and rapidly

changing Singapore.

“I don’t want my students to be too fixated on one particular writing style or character,” Ghazali

explains. Through Telltale, his students are exposed to writers from different races and

backgrounds. They include Alfian Saat, a local writer, poet and playwright, and Wena Poon, a

Singapore novelist.

To find out more about the book, visit http://telltale11stories.wix.com/ethosbooks

Viewing Life through Literature

To Ghazali, Literature is a special subject. It is about

the narratives of our lives, and the values we hold. If

teachers can harness the power of Literature fully, the

amount of potential learning they can “squeeze out”

from the subject is incredible.

“Literature is one of the best subjects because through

it, you create a fictitious world for the students to

engage in a non-threatening way,” Ghazali says.

“Because of the richness of the contents and topics,

any problems can be dealt with through Literature.“

For example, in Singapore schools of today, students

study alongside classmates of all races and cultures. But do they know how to navigate within this

cultural milieu?

By using the short stories in the anthology Telltale: 11 Stories, Ghazali puts his students in fictitious

predicaments where they experience the lives of the characters: typical Singaporeans living in a fast-

evolving society. “That is the role of teachers – to use rich text and link it back to students’ personal

experience,” he notes.

Students analyse the stories and ask themselves: This character is fictitious, but could it have been

me? What happened to this person? What mistake did this person make? What mistakes should I not

make to avoid becoming this person?

“They will then write their thoughts in essay form to prepare for exams, but actually, they are

preparing for life,” Ghazali says. “There is truly no right or wrong answer, as long as you can justify it.”

And therein lies the beauty of Literature: It can mean different things to different people, and yet,

remain accessible to every one.

Mr Ghazali Abdul Wahab has been teaching Literature for more than 15 years. He currently

teaches the subject in both the Express and Normal (Academic) streams in Hougang

Secondary School.

http://telltale11stories.wix.com/ethosbooks
http://www.hougangsec.moe.edu.sg/
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Literature in the English Language Classroom

Oh, Literature is Literature, and English Language is English Language, and never the twain

shall meet in school? Of course they do! We find out why and how teachers should use

literature to enhance their students’ learning of the English Language.

Even though they are offered as two different subjects in Singapore schools, Literature and English

Language (EL) are closely related. Language is the raw material of literature, as stone and bronze

are of sculptures (Wellek & Warren, 1973), while works of literature showcase the beauty and

versatility of the language as they narrate stories of the human experience.

Some teachers are including literary texts in their EL curriculum, so that students can experience the

richness of the English language. But other than providing exemplary models of writing, literature

works (and Literature as a subject) can challenge students to grow in other ways.

We posed the following question to three EL educators to find out how literature can help students

become discerning thinkers and readers.

Q: What is the value of literature in the English Language Classroom?

Mr Philip Anthony McConnell, Master Teacher (English Language), English
Language Institute of Singapore

The English Language Syllabus 2010

was designed to achieve a “strong

foundation and rich language for all”,

with the emphasis on developing

language skills, especially oracy and

an appreciation of English. It

recommends an integrated, authentic

and holistic approach, and therein, l

feel, lies the unique value of literature

in the language classroom.

Literature provides almost unlimited

points of departure for learners to

embark on activities to stimulate critical

and aesthetic responses; not only

reading, listening and viewing, but also discussing, writing and performing. Literature transports

learners to other places and other times and exposes them to real-life values.

The close study of literary language can reveal the infinite variety of expression available in English,

which in turn can sensitize learners to its nuances, its beauty, its wit and its sounds. Not least,

literature can be used to show them how writing entails making choices to create an impact on the

reader and through this, the study of the forms and structures of language – vocabulary, grammar

and syntax – is transformed from being a series of dry drills and exercises into something living and

relevant to the learner’s need to communicate effectively in a complex world.

Mr Ken Mizusawa, Teaching Fellow, English Language & Literature Academic
Group, NIE

As I always tell my student teachers,

Literature is not so much about what you

know as how you know things. For me at

least, it describes a state of mind – or what

we may term a critical consciousness – as

much as an academic discipline bound to

specific content knowledge.

This is a particularly important in EL, where

the curriculum increasingly demands that

our students negotiate a diverse array of

multimodal texts in equally varied styles and

contexts. This is not simply a matter of

providing exposure to a vast array of visual

and verbal stimuli, but about developing a

critical disposition to handle new and
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unprecedented text types and situations.

“Doing literature” is not a simple matter of reading good books and writing about them. That is only

half the story, so to speak.

Literature is a verbal art form. Its medium is language and its ultimate intention is dialogue. This

means that its value (and indeed, meaning) is the subject of constant negotiation between text and

reader, between reader and reader, and between the reader and the world.

Literature represents the most intimate and intensely rich human experiences an individual may have

with written language. It makes students sensitive to how human beings communicate with each other

through the symbolic and metaphorical. It thus lays the platform for all meaningful interactions with

texts, both visual and verbal.

Literature is both powerful and transformative as it gives voice to the intensity of human feeling and

action, in all its ugliness, absurdity and beauty. It constantly shocks, provokes and disturbs us into

new and heightened states of awareness about our capacity for human agency, creativity and

imaginative life that would otherwise go unrealized. Literature, in other words, helps us to achieve our

human potential in unprecedented ways.

Dr Ng Chiew Hong, Lecturer, English Language & Literature Academic Group,
NIE

Literature is certainly highly valued, if you were to look

at the Learning Outcome (LO) 4 in English Language

Syllabus 2010, which talks about close and critical

reading and viewing by using a variety of literary

selections and informational/functional texts, from print

and non-print sources, for learning in the

literary/content areas and to understand lexical and

grammatical items in context.

Drawing on literary texts or extracts from the three

genres of prose, poetry and drama, students can learn

about a wide range of styles and literary language

literary devices, such such as simile, metaphor and

image. This will enhance not only reading (which in turn

helps them understand the new comprehension

questions) but also writing and speaking.

One useful strategy for promoting reading of literary

texts and developing higher order thinking skills is

Directed Reading and Thinking Activity (DRTA), developed by Stauffer (1969).

It provides opportunities for teachers to guide students to think like good readers in asking questions

about a text, making predictions, and then reading to confirm or refute their predictions, as well as

modifying their ideas as the story unfolds (Blachowich & Ogle, 2008). DRTA can be used to teach for

inferring information, justifying responses, monitoring comprehension as well as understand the

narrative structure.
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Journeying With Literature

Learning Journeys are a great way for students to experience what they learn in History or

National Education. A group of student teachers from NIE show us how such field trips can

bring Literature to life for students too.

We often speak of writers who are so skilful that their works transport us across time and space into

another world. But these days, reading can take Literature students places, literally!

With more works by Singapore writers being introduced in the Literature curriculum, teachers now

have the opportunity to take their students out of the classroom to see the sights they read about in

stories and poems.

A group of student teachers from NIE’s Postgraduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) programme

recently organized a Literature Learning Journey for their classmates to explore the topic Place

Poetry.

“Learning Journeys really helps students situate what they are learning in their world,” says Mr Gavin

Swee. But he is quick to add that the essence is not the journey itself, but “to help students engage

with the text, the themes, and the ideas.”

Exploring Bras Basah: A Literature Learning Journey

Bras Basah is an area rich in history, but it has seen many changes since the 20th century.

Using the itinerary created by Dr Loh Chin Ee of the English Language and Literature

Academic Group in NIE, a group of her student teachers organized a trip for their classmates.

They explored Place Poetry, and also how Learning Journeys may be used to complement

Literature teaching.

1. Dhoby Ghaut: Use this as a starting point to introduce the area’s history, and how it was

arguably Singapore’s most ethnically diverse residential neighbourhood.

2. The Cathay: Refer to an entry on the Remember Singapore blog that revisits the story

behind the old cinema. Take photographs of the exterior, interior and surroundings and

compare it to the old building.

3. The junction of Armenian Street and Fort Canning Link: Here stood the former

National Library before it was demolished to make way for a tunnel. There are many

stories and recollections of the place that can be shared for evocation. “The Portrait of a

Sentenced Library”, a poem by Singapore playwright Alfian Sa’at, can be used for

discussion and reflection.

4. Singapore Management University (along Victoria Street): Read aloud Eileen

Chong’s poem “Shophouse, Victoria Street”. Teachers can ask students to observe the

surroundings and compare the poem’s description to present-day Victoria Street.

Students could also draw a scene or image from the poem that capture their attention.

5. Bras Basah Complex and the National Library: Explore the shops in Bras Basah

Complex and get students to share their memories of the place. End the Learning Journey

at the National Library, where students can discuss essential questions of the trip, and

use creative writing to reflect individually or in groups.
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Clichéd as it sounds,
literature speaks to a deeper
truth than the mere facts of
history.

- Gavin on why Literature
is a valued subject

This creative element
(performing a poem) added a
new dimension to the field
trip because it’s a form of
reflection for the student
teachers.

- Huan Ting on including
creative elements in field
trips

Understanding Change

Gavin and his classmates Ms Anna Cai and Ms Ang

Huan Ting teach both Literature and History. And they

usually begin their Learning Journeys for both subjects

by asking their students the same question: “What has

changed?”

The question can yield very different answers,

because the two subjects sometimes view the idea of

change differently. In History, the answer is quite

straightforward – Singapore has come a long way from

a small fishing community to a garden city. The

narrative is clear that change is progress, and

progress is good.

As Gavin puts it, “The History that we’ve been taught is really the history of the nation, the national

story,” while Literature dwells on the stories of individuals. When students read poetry about the

changes Singapore has experienced, they may feel a bit more nostalgic and sentimental.

This helps them feel more connected to Singapore. According to Gavin, it is also one of the reasons

why Singapore texts are being included in the Literature syllabus: to build social cohesion and a

common identity.

The subject engages students not through just facts, but through emotions evoked by language. This

is what makes the subject especially valuable: It speaks to our individual, personal feelings.

“Clichéd as it sounds, literature speaks to a deeper truth than the mere facts of history,” notes Gavin.

A Personal Journey

That Literature engages students on a more personal level is something the student teachers take

into account when planning their field trip.

“If you do a Literature Learning Journey, of course you should focus a bit more on why you feel that

way, how the poetry makes you feel, and compare that to your own experience,” says Anna.

During their Literature Learning Journey, the group finds that they had to be creative to elicit personal

responses from their classmates. Gavin, for example, tried to engage not just their intellect, but their

senses as well.

When his group was at Victoria Street, he asked them to close their booklets and observe and listen

to the surroundings. After that, they compared their observations with what was documented in Eileen

Chong’s poem “Shophouse, Victoria Street”, which describes the area in olden days.

“Maybe I had a wonderful group, but they were very

reflective and pensive,” says Gavin. “They said things

like, ‘We are always walking past these places but we

never stopped and considered what the value of these

things are.’”

Huan Ting points out that creative elements can trigger

a reflection process too. Her group was tasked to

perform a poem and create their own at the end of the

Learning Journey. “This creative element added a new

dimension to the field trip because it’s a form of

reflection for the student teachers.”

“That, to me, is the value of going outside the

classroom where they can experience and be closer to

what they are studying, rather than merely learning from books,” Gavin says. He thinks there is a lot

of potential in Literature Learning Journeys for on-the-spot performances and dramatized readings.

It certainly takes some creativity and effort from the teachers to come up with a fun and engaging

Literature field trip, but the experience and personal insights students can gain from it simply cannot

be taught in the classroom.
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Planning a Literature Learning Journey

Planning a Learning Journey can be a logistical challenge. Here are some pointers from Ms

Ang Huan Ting, Ms Anna Cai and Mr Gavin Swee and on how you can plan and carry out one

for your Literature class.

Work with other teachers: Gavin stresses this point: “You shouldn’t plan and execute a

Learning Journey on your own. You cannot be the pedagogue, the person with all the content

knowledge, the disciplinarian, as well as the safety officer all in one.”

Is it really necessary?: Planning a field trip takes lots of effort, so the question teachers

should always ask themselves is: “Can this be done in the classroom instead?”

Prepare the students: A good pre-activity can help students stay engaged during the

Learning Journey. Huan Ting shares that before a field trip around Bras Basah, the group

watched Royston Tan’s documentary film Old Places. It showed them what the area was like in

the past, and, together with the local poetry they read, the students felt a sense of nostalgia

when they observed the present-day Bras Basah.

Stay on task: Being out of the classroom is always fun for students, and they might enjoy

themselves so much that very little learning takes place! “Teachers have to be on task, or get

student volunteers to help them be on task by asking appropriate questions at the appropriate

times,” says Anna.

Use creative elements: Depending on what the class needs and likes, the teacher could

always add a dash of creative, active and experiential elements. For example, a performance

or dramatized reading can engage students. Anna notes that the writing aspect is important as

well. “Use creative writing and writing of reflections. My group said it was a drag, but when they

sat down, they had a lot of thoughts!”

Mix Literature with History?: For a more interesting field trip, why not make it

interdisciplinary? Huan Ting thinks that combining Literature and History in one Learning

Journey is not only feasible, but also enriches the learning and understanding of the other.

She says, “Over the years, I’ve discovered that to study Literature, there is a need to learn

about the history of a place and the context of the literature written.” But Anna notes that much

coordination and pre-trip preparation are needed from the History and Literature teachers to

ensure a meaningful Learning Journey.

Ang Huan Ting is a student teacher from NIE’s PGDE programme specializing in the teaching of

secondary school English Literature and History. She is currently going through her practicum

at Evergreen Secondary School.

Anna Cai is a student teacher from NIE’s Postgraduate Diploma in Education (PGDE)

programme and is currently doing her teaching practicum at Unity Secondary School. She

teaches secondary school History and English Literature.

Gavin Swee is a student teacher from NIE’s PGDE programme. He specializes in the teaching

of secondary school History and English Literature. As an educator, Gavin is excited by the

potential of interdisciplinary curricula, as well as culturally relevant pedagogy. He has some

experience teaching Language Arts, English Language, History and Literature in Singapore

schools.
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Literature in the 21st Century

Why do we study Literature? Educators and past and present students of Literature tell us

what the subject means to them and how it can continue to enrich the lives of students in the

21st century.

Literature seems to be a subject that both befuddles and captivates students. There are usually no

“right” or “best” answers. But at the same time, some students credit it for inspiring them and opening

up their minds to new worlds and perspectives.

We ask several educators and students of Literature, including Professor Tommy Koh, Singapore’s

Ambassador-At-Large, to share with us their personal experiences with Literature and why it remains

relevant to students to this day.

Q: What do you think is the value of Literature and Literature education in
the 21st century?

Professor Tommy Koh, Singapore’s Ambassador-At-Large at the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Rector of Tembusu College, Special Adviser of the Institute of
Policy Studies, and Chairman of the Centre for International Law, National
University of Singapore.

One of the subjects I studied for my O-Level

examinations in 1955 was English Literature.

Fifty-nine years later, I consider the study of

Literature one of the best investments I have

made. Why?

First, through Literature, I acquired a love of

books and the joy of reading. Reading is a joyful,

educational and liberating experience. You are

transported from your circumstances into

another world, another time and another

civilization. Reading is the key that unlocks the

door to the treasury of the world.

Second, reading literature helps you to think clearly, write clearly and speak clearly. Clarity of thought

and expression is a virtue which should be cultivated.

Third, reading literature gives one a better understanding of human nature and the complexity of the

human condition. It makes one less judgemental and more sympathetic. Literature can also be more

insightful than non-fiction. For example, I find Aravind Adiga’s novel, The White Tiger, very

informative about the dark side of contemporary India. In the same way, I find the Chinese novelist Yu

Hua’s book, China in Ten Words, a brilliant commentary on contemporary China.

Reading is a joyful, educational and liberating experience.

- Professor Tommy Koh, Ambassador-At-Large, Ministry of Foreign
Affairs

Mr Jeffrey Low, Principal, Bedok View Secondary School

Whenever I teach Literature to a new class, I

usually start by asking them why we study

Literature. The answers from students can range

from the comically obvious to the vaguely

profound: from “because it is on the timetable” to

“it teaches us about the human condition”.

Often, there are the utilitarian values placed on Literature. It helps develop students’ critical thinking

skills in the quest for the ubiquitous 21st century competencies. Linguistically, it gives students the

opportunity to analyse and appreciate good language use by highly regarded wordsmiths. It helps

students gain a better understanding of the societies which produce the literature to foster greater
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empathy for others.

To me, above all that, Literature education is

about teaching young people to appreciate what it

means to be human. It is about what it means to

care for someone or something and what it means

if we lose it. It is asking what is important to us as

a person as we relate to the world around us.

Through the novel, the poem, the short story, the

dramatic text, we explore with students different

contexts which all deal with what it means to live

and to live well.

To me, above all that, Literature education is about teaching young people to
appreciate what it means to be human.

- Jeffrey Low, Bedok View Secondary School

Davyd Tan, a Secondary 4 student who is studying O-Level Literature as a
private candidate

Many students who struggle with Literature often ask these questions: “Why do we need to study

Literature? How is it important for us?”

Has literature finally fallen out of favour since the dawn of the 21st century? After millennia of growing,

thriving and adapting, will it finally die out, succumbing to the new interests of the current generation?

When I was first introduced to Literature in Secondary 1, I had problems engaging with the subject.

My grades were either borderline passes or fails. But as time went by, I learned to appreciate what I

read and respond appropriately to different works. My interest in the subject has grown so much that I

am now taking Literature as an O-Level subject on my own.

Although many people today may not have as much interest in reading literature, preferring to

engage in new forms of entertainment such as computer games, I believe that literature remains

relevant to all of us. It teaches us about life by exposing us to the lives of different people through

their stories, and from these vicarious experiences, we learn important lessons and values.

Literature teaches us humanity – to be sensitive and empathetic towards others. It also provides us

an outlet for our thoughts and emotions and imagination. All these can help address the problems

that our world is facing now, such as increasing intolerance and stress in life. Above all, Literature

teaches us language and the power of communication, a skill we cannot do without in the 21st

century.

Literature teaches us humanity – to be sensitive and empathetic towards
others.

- Davyd Tan, Secondary 4 student

Mrs Deborah Tan, Davyd’s mother

To me, Literature is about good writing. Literature education teaches one to appreciate various forms

of writing and hopefully, trains one to write well. In the 21st century, forms of communication have

multiplied, making the written word all the more important. After all, we all message, email, blog, post

on social media in our daily lives. Hence, the ability to write well and also to appreciate good writing by

others can only enhance our experiences.

My father was a journalist and this has probably shaped my attitude towards the art of writing.

Naturally, I am very happy to see that my son enjoys reading and writing from a young age.

He is studying Literature on his own as the school timetable was unable to accommodate the subject

combination that he wanted, but he could approach the Literature teacher outside of curriculum time

for notes and assignments, and sit for the school examinations.

I am glad that he has the chance to read Literature as I believe that it is a subject that opens the mind

and the heart, which is so relevant to the global society of today.

To me, Literature is about good writing.

- Deborah Tan, Davyd’s mother
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Connecting with the Past

What was it like to live in Singapore during the 1950s to 70s? Dr Richard Angus Whitehead

found out through reading the works of a forgotten Singapore writer. We talk to him about how

literature nurtures the imagination and brings us back in time.   

More than just a source for entertainment, books can connect us to the past, to distant lands and to

other people. Reading excites the imagination and lets us look at the world from different viewpoints.

Just ask Dr Richard Angus Whitehead. A big fan of reading, his imagination was stirred when he

chanced upon the short story “The Rose and the Silver Key” by Gregory Nalpon (1938–1978), a

Singapore writer.

In fact, Angus was so moved by it that he decided to uncover Nalpon’s lost writings and compile them

into a book, The Wayang at Eight Milestone.

“I was genuinely interested in compiling the book and felt quite passionate about this,” he says.

“Nalpon’s writing is such a breath of fresh air and so accessible compared to others. A lot of

Singapore writing is very worthy but I’m not sure if they light my candle as much, so to speak.”

He shares with us his experience of reading Nalpon’s stories about Singapore and how such works of

literature help us to better understand our past.

Q: Why do you think it was important for Nalpon to write about his
Singapore?

I think he must have known while he was writing in the 1960s and 70s that Singapore was changing. I

think he was really trying to capture something about the life he was experiencing. But he could only

do that by being controversial. You can’t necessarily be a great writer if you are merely sitting in your

classroom or your ivory tower and having wonderful thoughts or reading books.

I think the reason why people like Shakespeare is because “they licked a few pavements”, to quote

the 1970s underground artist Captain Beefheart. And Nalpon licked a few pavements. He actually

went out on the streets of Singapore and lived that life, and that comes out in the stories. There’s a

sense in which he’s physically engaging with Singapore.

Q: His stories are of the everyday and seem to appeal to the everyday
person. Why did he write in that way?

I think he just had this genuine interest in connecting with people and that’s something I find very

refreshing. His stories sound so vivid and so linked to life and everyday people in Singapore. He

seemed to be able to connect without any problems, and actually represent and describe people of all

different groups in an equal way. You’ve got Chinese, Malay, Indian, Eurasian, and they’re all

mingled. I get a sense, as a person originally from another country, what it was like in the kampong

(Malay for village) to some degree. It’s exciting that Nalpon is representing, in such a positive way, the

Singaporean People without privileging or neglecting any particular racial group.
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If I didn’t have books to
read, my head would be in
trouble, especially I think in
Singapore where there is less
and less green to revive us.

- Angus on why reading is
important to him

He (Nalpon) actually went out on the streets of Singapore and lived that life,
and that comes out in the stories. There’s a sense in which he’s physically

engaging with Singapore.

- Angus Whitehead, English Language and Literature Academic Group

He was genuinely engaged with people. There is a great story of how when he was about 15, there

were floods in Singapore in the 1950s. He just got out of bed went to help some Chinese pig farmers

to rescue the pigs that were drowning. So that thing about getting mucked in and helping your

neighbours is quite refreshing – it’s a different world.

For me, it’s quite important to discover writers like Nalpon because if you don’t, you’re only going to

have a partial picture of the Singapore story. What we really should be talking about is the multiplicity

of personal Malay, Chinese, Indian, Eurasian and Other Singapore stories.

Q: What’s the value of literature to society in your opinion?

I feel very privileged. Here in Singapore, we live in an unprecedented time for literature. There seems

to be more books being published than ever before in Singapore. I’m not sure that we’ve reached a

situation yet where we’ve got HDB poets who are producing great literature. But I’m very optimistic. I

think Singapore is often accused of not having an imagination but it’s very clear that there is one.

Perhaps it needs to be nurtured and enhanced, and people need to be given more chances to

publish.

A student of mine just read Moll Flanders –

a text written far away from Singapore 300

years ago – for one of my classes. She said

that it was initially hard for her, but once

she got acclimatized, she found that

language was used so beautifully. It’s so

accessible, just the turn of phrases, the

weird and wonderful things. As an ageing

“ang mo” educator who after almost 7 years

in Singapore, still can’t even pronounce

“Geylang” properly, that’s a very gratifying

thing to hear! Just to be reminded of the

fact that literature can liberate us, harness

the imagination and get us reading, thinking

and writing, in new and different ways gives me hope for the future for literature in Singapore.

A year ago, there were debates about the way that Literature (as a subject) has declined, mainly on a

fallacy that students can’t do well in the subject. Now it’s been proven again and again that students

are doing well. When you get students to read literary works, their response is so gratifying every time

that it proves the point. I’ve even heard of a primary school teacher using Nalpon and the pupils seem

to love the stories. So obviously, Nalpon’s not just intellectual stuff or just for adults to read. Good

literature should be difficult, challenging, but should also be accessible and have an immediate impact

upon its readers. Nalpon’s writing clearly does this.

Literature can almost be a sort of lifeline for students. I know of taxi drivers in Singapore who can

quote whole speeches from Hamlet and Macbeth. In fact, the owner of Ethos books was here at NIE

the other day and quoted to me from memory a long Byron poem. I was gobsmacked. How many of us

can do that these days? And it’s not just that they can recite them, but these quotes obviously mean

something to them. Literature is almost like a lifeline to the imagination, or something aesthetic.

Q: What is literature to you personally?

If I didn’t have books to read, my head would be in

trouble, especially I think in Singapore where there is

less and less green to revive us. Books, in a way,

restore something within me every day. Stories, like

Nalpon’s, can connect with the past. It’s connecting

with something, for me, that is quintessentially

Singaporean, even if it’s not so much there anymore.

It’s quite wonderful Nalpon was there and he was

capturing what life was like in Singapore from the

1950s till the 70s. It’s lost now but perhaps it’s

particularly important to get students or young people

to read these stories, even if the stories are quite

vicarious. They can in some ways connect with the past of Singapore, something real, something

important.
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Giving an alternative vision is quite important. People might say that when they read Nalpon, his

stories don’t fit into the orthodox view of what Singapore should be. And I’m often accused of saying

negative things as well. But I would say that we may sound negative only because we love Singapore

so much. I’ve only been here for almost 7 years but I feel connected with the place. Literature

provides an alternative view so we can have a conversation. That’s something that’s important as well

for students.

Gregory Nalpon and The Wayang at Eight Milestone

Gregory Nalpon (second from left in the photo) is

described by his friends as a Singaporean beatnik, a

hippie. More interestingly, he described himself as

being a “gentleman of leisure”.

In some ways, Angus says, “he’s interesting because

he’s somebody who was trying to live an alternative

lifestyle when it was becoming more and more difficult

to do so.”

Born in 1938 of Indian descent, Nalpon lived in

Changi and went to St. Joseph’s Institution and later became a journalist, a radio deejay and a

union representative. He wrote scripts for movies, short stories and essays.

After years of being lost, a collection of his works now lives on in The

Wayang at Eight Milestone, which Angus edited.

It documents the life of a Singaporean in the 1960s and 70s, a patriot

who loved his country so much that he tattooed the Singapore flag on

himself. And through Angus’s effort, we can now vicariously

experience Nalpon’s life by reading his works. The book is sold at

major bookstores. For more information, visit

http://www.epigrambooks.sg/the-wayang-at-eight-milestone

Dr Richard Angus Whitehead is Assistant Professor at NIE’s English Language and Literature

Academic Group. His taste for travel is more than just coming over from Cambridge, UK to

Singapore; it extends to studying the 19th century poet William Blake, and reading 21st century

Singapore writers Gregory Nalpon and Arthur Yap.
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The Importance of Being Earnest (about Literature)

Contributed by Marshall Cavendish Education

Literature teacher Ms Sumithra Kalidas expresses her views on how and why the love for

Literature (and teaching it) is an enduring one.   

Spreading the love of literature is a wonderful thing to do. I have

come to realize that I will never be bored teaching Literature, not

with the variety that this job offers. Teaching itself is never

boring – students are entertaining and they often surprise you! I

am convinced that nothing else I might have done would have

given me so much pleasure and satisfaction.

Over the years, I have taught students aged 15 to 18, in

Singapore and abroad. These days, I teach A-Level Literature in

a junior college, although previously I had also taught Literature

at the secondary-school level because I wanted to better

understand how the foundation is laid.

An Educator’s Role

My observation is that whilst most students enjoy Literature, few

go on to pursue it at a higher level because they fear that not

doing well in the subject will leave a “blemish” on their

transcripts, or that the subject may not be highly valued by

future employers. It is indeed a pity, therefore, that there has

been a decline in the take-up rate of Literature in Singapore

schools.

Here is where the role of the Literature teacher becomes all the

more important. Students must begin to realize that there is

tremendous value in the pursuit of Literature – it is enriching, it

allows for self-correction and it is humbling.

It is the educator’s role to show that Literature carries weight outside the classroom because it shapes

the way we think and how we think determines how we act.

Literature is about the human condition and it is difficult to create sensitive thinkers unless you are

one yourself. This requires a level of introspection, deliberation and observation. Therefore, teachers

cannot be afraid to push the boundaries and get their students to comment, to justify, to be

opinionated, to feel strongly, to be sensitive, to defend, to refute.

The reality of my Literature classroom is that I don’t have crates of students. I have a relatively small

but sizeable number of students who study Literature because they love to read and they love the

English language. This is why my role as a teacher-facilitator becomes all the more important

because I am responsible for the literary osmosis that takes place in the classroom.

A Facilitator of Learning

In the Literature classroom, as with any other classroom, teaching does not automatically translate

into learning. While there is some emphasis on the learning of certain key quotes, Literature is not

and will never be about memorization.

Literature only matters insofar as it connects to other ideas that govern our thoughts and actions.

This is the hardest part of being a Literature teacher: Just because I have taught does not

immediately mean a student has learned. There is a clear distinction between teaching and learning.

In order to truly realize the value of Literature, students need to be able to make these connections

on their own. Inspiration cannot be taught as it must come from within.

Therefore, it is my role as a teacher to facilitate students’ understanding of themselves first. It is only

when we scratch at our own surfaces that we are able to respond to literary stimuli in a meaningful

way. Often, students of Literature grow richer through the fortuitous rite of passage of having been

facilitated.

Literature is the study of people, places, cultures,
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While there is some emphasis
on the learning of certain key
quotes, Literature is not and
will never be about
memorization.

- Sumithra Kalida,
Meridian Junior College
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traditions, ways of living and of worlds of experiences.

We learn about tragedies as we do comedies and we

explore different genres through poetry, prose and

drama.

As an educator, it is my responsibility to teach my

students about the texts we are studying through an

exploration of themes, plots and complexities. We

examine the writer’s style, analyse the array of

characters, muse over their motivations, look closely at

the various tones, evaluate the rich language of the

text and appreciate the significance of the various

literary devices employed.

However, in a world that is no longer about “chalk and talk”, I become a facilitator. This is when I move

from being a teacher – a disseminator of knowledge – to a facilitator of learning by asking the right

questions.

One of the most important questions I ask myself before each lesson is what should my students know

and be able to do as a result of this lesson? Through this, I think about how I will help them access

what they already know, what they need to know, and how I can re-frame their thinking if needed.

Remembering Literature

At the end of the day, even if the number of Literature students continues to dwindle, the strong and

lasting relationships that a Literature teacher enjoys with these students will remain for years to come.

Such is the power of the Literature teacher that years on, students may have forgotten the quotes

they memorized but yet, remember the classroom banter and the questions they learned to ask about

themselves.

As we consider the absorbing influence of literature and its ability to draw its recipients close, I am

reminded how I would rather not be doing anything else in the world than to teach it.

The words of Junot Diaz, creative writing professor at Massachusetts Institute of Technology and

fiction editor of the Boston Review, unveils a ring of truth as we contemplate the power of

introspection. It is this very introspection that keeps me happily nestled in the teaching of Literature. I

cannot imagine doing anything else. This is who I am.  He says that “if these years have taught me

anything it is this: you can never run away. Not ever. The only way out is in.”

Sumithra Kalidas is currently teaching English Literature at Meridian Junior College and she

has been a teacher since 2003. This article is contributed by Marshall Cavendish Education.
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