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Teachers as Character Coaches

Inspiring learning and shaping lives. This sounds like a tall order, but it actually describes what

a teacher does in class every day. The Teachers’ Conference 2014 focused on how teachers

can become a positive influence in their students’ lives.

Every teacher plays different roles: a mentor,

facilitator, administrator, subject expert and

counsellor, among others. Now, we can add to that

list “character coach” as well.

“As teachers, we need to understand that we are in

a very privileged position, where we are accessible

to many children,” says Mrs Chua Yen Ching,

Executive Director of the Academy of Singapore

Teachers (AST).

“No other profession is in this privileged position of touching and shaping lives.”

Values across the Curriculum

The theme for this year’s Teachers’ Conference is Values across the Curriculum: Inspiring Learning,

Shaping Lives.

The biannual conference was organized by AST and it focused on how teachers can nurture students

who are active contributors with sound character and a strong sense of belonging to Singapore.

Another strand explored was how teachers could cultivate values and a passion for lifelong learning

across subject disciplines.

Educating Students on Character and Values

Character and Citizenship Education (CCE) will be the most difficult “subject” to teach, said

Education Minister Heng Swee Keat during his opening address at the Teachers’ Conference

2014. But he outlined for participants three ways teachers can teach CCE and inculcate

values:

Role modelling: The most powerful way that teachers, parents and adults can transmit

values is through their actions, said Mr Heng. “To guide students in strengthening their

moral compasses, we must each first strengthen our own, and ensure that we walk the

talk.”

Explicit teaching of values: Teachers need relevant materials to teach values explicitly.

MOE has introduced the CCE syllabus and also crafted new CCE curriculum materials to

address this need.

Values-in-Action: To illustrate this point, Mr Heng quoted the Chinese proverb attributed

to Confucius: “I hear, and I forget; I see, and I remember; I do, and I understand.” Schools

should let students apply the values they have learned in the classroom to serve the

needs of the community.

Role Models for Students

Mrs Chua said that teachers are often regarded by students as significant adults.

“Especially for students who do not come from very supportive families, teachers may be their only

role models,” says Mrs Chua.

Students often observe how their teachers and significant others manage dilemmas in their lives, and

this subsequently shapes the way they approach problems. If our actions and beliefs are not

congruent, our students may get confused.

“You find that it is from such day-to-day experiences that many of our students ‘catch’ some of these

values, and we want them to catch it from us!”
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Planning for Teachable Moments

But to be a character coach, one has to do more than just being a role model. It is about seizing the

teachable moments – and planning for them too. This means actively guiding students to develop

certain values and social competencies.

“For example, winning is very important for students when they play sports and games, but it cannot

be winning at all costs,” Mrs Chua comments.

“Even though the students pay a lot of attention to the product or end result, we can remind them that

the journey is equally important. When you win, you can win fairly and with humility – don’t be too

proud! And when you lose, you can lose with dignity and learn from the experience.”

No other profession is in this privileged position of touching and shaping lives.

- Mrs Chua Yen Ching, Executive Director of the Academy of Singapore
Teachers

Preparing Students for the Future

At the conference, Mrs Chua noticed participants generally agreed that when it comes to character

and values education, and 21st century competencies, not everything can be measured.”If it is

important, even if we cannot measure it, we still need to teach it.”

This is so, especially when the future that awaits our students is so unpredictable and complex.

“If one day, our students were to come to us and say, ‘I don’t know how to walk the journey from 18 to

80 years old’, we would have done them a disservice and we would have failed as an educator.”

Collective Wisdom for Mutual
Learning

The Teachers’ Conference saw overseas

participants for the first time this year. To facilitate

more wide-ranging discussions on character

building and values education, the organizing

committee also invited speakers and panellists from

different fields, including public service, medicine

and social service. “This collective wisdom is very

important and the learning is mutual,” says Mrs

Chua.

Indeed, what was discussed at the conference resonated with many teachers – questions from the

floor came fast and furious during various sessions.

“I was quite impressed that there were so many questions asked!” Mrs Chua comments. She was also

touched that such a large number of teachers sacrificed the first 2 days of their school vacation for

professional learning. In fact, the event was oversubscribed and Mrs Chua thanked her colleagues at

AST for their hard work because “running a conference for 2,500 participants is really not easy”.

She hopes that teachers had taken away from the conference ideas and strategies that will help them

to enhance their teaching. This will in turn lead to quality learning for every child. It is also a good time

to take time to reflect on how they can inspire learning and shape lives.

Mrs Chua quoted from a book by keynote speaker Professor Marvin W. Berkowitz at the closing of the

conference: “A teacher can fundamentally alter the course of the lives of their students. We’re in such

a powerful position that to our students, we can be the difference between a life of misery, and a

productive, fulfilling life.

“We can be the single factor that protects them from pitfalls that otherwise await them. Teachers

leave their marks on children every day.”

Useful Resources

The opening address by Mr Heng Swee Keat for the Teachers’ Conference 2014 can be accessed

via the MOE website: http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2014/06/03/address-by-mr-heng-swee-

keat-at-the-7th-teachers-conference.php

Berkowitz, M. W. (2012). You can’t teach through a rat and other epiphanies for educators. Boone,

NC: Character Development Group.

Mrs Chua Yen Ching is the Executive Director of the Academy of Singapore Teachers. She

http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2014/06/03/address-by-mr-heng-swee-keat-at-the-7th-teachers-conference.php
http://www.moe.gov.sg/about/org-structure/academy/
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started her teaching career as a Science teacher at Dunman Secondary School. She held

various leadership positions in schools, before assuming the role of Deputy Director, Sciences

Branch, Curriculum Planning and Development Division at MOE in 1998. From 2006 to 2011,

she was the founding Principal of NorthLight School. Prior to her current position, she was the

Director, Curriculum Planning and Development Division from December 2011 to 2013.
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Role Playing for Character Education

To many, drama is a form of performance arts. But to a group of MOE researchers, it can be a

fun and engaging way to nurture values and develop character in young children.

A group of adults were pretending to be students on an exchange programme. They knew very little

English and tried hard to converse with their English-speaking partner. Furrowed eyebrows, hand

gestures and empathetic faces were spotted all around the room.

This was a scene from Mr Adrian Wong’s session at the Teachers’ Conference 2014.

“Were there any props? Were there any costumes? Or lights?” the researcher from the Arts

Education Branch, Student Development Curriculum Division, MOE, quizzed the audience. “No, it was

very simple role play but you get drawn into it very quickly.”

Similarly, such role playing in the classroom can be fun for young children and help with character

development and learning of values.

Using Drama in PAL Lessons

In 2012, Adrian and his research team began

designing a series of lesson plans and

professional development to introduce drama as

part of the Performing Arts domain in Programme

for Active Learning (PAL). (Find out more about

PAL in the box story below.)

Last year, a pilot study was conducted in five

schools and the research findings indicated

positive responses from school leaders, teachers

and parents, which were highly encouraging for

the team.

This year, they shared the PAL (Drama) lesson plans with schools and conducted workshops for

more teachers.

Drama provides an authentic learning experience for pupils. This student-centric pedagogy brings out

the essence of a PAL lesson: experiential learning.

Typically, teachers will set up thought-provoking scenarios for role play and encourage their pupils to

empathize with the characters and be part of the decision-making process.

For drama to be a productive pedagogy in PAL, teachers need to take on a role to model role play for

their pupils. Also, they can introduce the moral and ethical dilemmas for pupils to manifest their values

and exercise decision making.

Through group work and participating in imaginary role play in a playful learning environment, pupils

can become more self-aware and also connect better with the people around them.

What is PAL?

The Programme for Active Learning (PAL) was introduced in 2010 as part of the Primary

Education Review and Implementation (PERI). Conducted during curriculum time, PAL focuses

on skills development and values education for Primary 1 and 2 pupils.

PAL also aims to develop social-emotional competencies in young learners. Schools can

design their own PAL activities. Lasting between 7 and 10 weeks, the programme provides

pupils with experiential learning that is engaging, fun and creative.

The PAL (Drama) module is a series of lesson plans designed specifically for teachers not

trained in drama. In addition, the team designed and conducted professional development

sessions to equip in-service teachers with the basic knowledge and skills to implement the

lesson plans confidently in their classrooms.
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Becoming Socially Engaged

Adrian shared that due to changing times and technology, young learners may have less face-to-face

interaction with people. Injecting drama in PAL gives them opportunities to exercise their interpersonal

skills during role play.

“Perhaps due to increasing social isolation, young learners might not be able to attend to social cues

that we have taken for granted, like making eye contact during a conversation,” Adrian says. “Very

simple things become necessary for teachers to teach them.”

But it would be strange for a teacher to literally teach children to “look at each other in the eye while

talking”, especially when there is no context for them to relate to. Is there a better way to nurture such

social skills in children naturally? Through imaginary role playing, of course!

“Can you imagine a classroom full of students having fun while learning?” Adrian asks. “It can be loud

but it is actually productive noise, isn’t it?”

Life Lessons through Role Play

At the conference, Adrian demonstrated how role play

can be carried out in a classroom. With a blue cap on

his head and a spray can in his hand, he was instantly

transformed into Baz the vandal. He was, of course,

demonstrating the drama strategy of teacher-in-role.

Baz loves art and he expresses it by going around the

neighbourhood playground and spray painting his

name on the walls.

What are you doing? Why are you doing it in the

playground? You shouldn’t do that here. It’s public

property. People wouldn’t like that. That is not right,

Baz. I think you should stop.

These were comments made by the conference

participants – similar to what young children might say in the classroom.

“When young children ask these questions,” Adrian says, “they probably are starting to be aware that

the person committing the act isn’t aware that it is wrong, and so they try to persuade that person to

stop doing it.”

To nurture a sense of empathy in young children, Baz has to answer the questions strategically.

Adrian calls this “planned teachable moments”.

Public property means it belongs to me too. I have nowhere else to go. There is no one at home.

Where should I go? Where should I do this then?

“The function of teacher-in-role is to set up the scene such that children can empathize with the

character and his difficulties in order to trigger their thought processes to think through such issues

further,” he explains. It is, indeed, part of pupils’ learning to understand that making the right

decisions in real life is difficult too.

It is this natural ability to pretend play in children that brings out the potential of drama for the learning

of values in the classroom. It is also this very ability that brings out the best in young learners.

Adrian Wong is an Arts Education Officer (Drama) in the Arts Education Branch, Student

Development Curriculum Division at the Ministry of Education. Before this, he was a Senior

Teacher (Drama) who taught O-Level Drama and used drama as pedagogy for other learning

purposes. Over the years, he has presented his other research findings in drama education at

local, regional and international conferences. This article is based on his presentation

“Teachable Moments for Values through Drama: Research-informed Design and Research

Findings” at the Teachers’ Conference 2014.
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The team of Science teachers consists of (from left)

Adrian Tay, Ong Kwang Wei and Noor Khairin.

Customizing Learning

School-based curriculum innovation is no easy task. We talk to a team of Science teachers

who has collectively designed a customized curriculum for their Normal (Technical) students.

There is never a boring day at Crest Secondary School, says Mr Adrian Tay, Head of Department of

Math and Science.

Set up by MOE, Crest Secondary is the first school in Singapore to specialize in educating Normal

(Technical) (NT) students. To date, they have around 400 students. By 2016, that number will double.

“You can imagine that it is an exciting place to work in!” says Adrian.

The school has a clear purpose and mission: to transform students into confident individuals who are

empowered to realize their dreams.

“We know our students have certain learning needs and interests,” says Adrian, “so our mission is to

provide a caring and creative learning environment that customizes authentic learning experiences,

and equips them for academic progression and employment.”

To fulfil that mission, the Science team designed their curriculum based on four theoretical influences.

Fixed versus Growth Mind-set

Your intelligence is fluid. It can be

developed through effort and learning.

Which statement do you believe in?

According to Stanford University

psychologist Carol Dweck, if you had

chosen the first one, you probably have a

fixed mind-set. If you went with the second,

you have a growth mind-set. And what you

believe in will drive your behaviour.

For example, people with different mind-

sets will aim for different goals.

“Those with a fixed mind-set have

performance as their goal. They go for

grades,” explains Adrian. “However, for

those with a growth mind-set, the goal is

learning.”

The way they react to stress and failure will differ as well. “Sometimes, a student with a fixed mind-set

may not want to try a second time after failing once,” Adrian says.

“To them, it would seem pointless, since they see failure as a measurement of their intelligence or

ability, which they believe is an entity that cannot change. Refusing to put in the effort to try harder

can also be a face-saving tactic.”

Those with a growth mind-set will focus on learning from experience and becoming better. This kind of

mind-set is what teachers at Crest want their students to have. “We don’t want our students to be

defined by their past results or failures, or what they think they’re not good at,” explains Adrian.

The State of Flow

If you give your students an easy problem, they will soon become bored. But get them to solve

something too challenging, and they may turn anxious.

There is a “delicate, tricky balance” between students’ skills and the given challenges that teachers

have to maintain in the classroom, says Adrian. If they get it right, students will become engaged, and

even enter a state of flow.

The psychologist Mihaly Csikzentmihalyi coined the term to describe a state where people enjoy and

are fully immersed in an activity. Distractions are typically ignored and time seems to stand still.
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Zone of Proximal Development

Developmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky developed the concept of the Zone of Proximal

Development (ZPD) to describe the zone between what a student can do independently and what he

or she can achieve with help.

“How do we help students get from where they currently are to the next level?” Adrian asks. It is

through scaffolding, or guidance from a more knowledgeable other, such as a teacher.

Adrian sees a convergence of a growth mind-set, the state of flow and ZPD, as they all assume the

possibility of growth, facilitated by teachers who strike the right balance between challenge and skills

through thoughtful curriculum design. These teachers provide the necessary scaffolding to help their

students achieve success.

Understanding by Design

Understanding by Design is a framework for educational planning developed by two education experts

Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe. The first step requires teachers to identify the desired results. Then,

they need to determine what would be acceptable evidence to answer the question: “How will we know

if students have achieved the desired results?” Finally, teachers plan the learning experiences and

instruction.

“In a nutshell, start with the end in mind,” Adrian says. And from there, work backwards. Working on

this process is a team effort, and all the teachers take ownership over curriculum design.

Main Features of Assessment Tasks

Influenced by these theories, Adrian and his team designed the Secondary 1 Science curriculum for

their students. Projects and practical assessments make up 40% of their final Science grade

The assessment tasks the teachers came up with share three common features.

1. Performance Tasks

To assess student understanding, and to give their students learning experiences that are both

hands-on and “minds-on”, Adrian and his team created performance tasks. which they hope would

create the need to learn, and hence motivate learning.

“According to Wiggins and McTighe, understanding is revealed in performance. Compared to pen-

and paper tests, a performance task is a more complex, authentic and unstructured form of

assessment that yields tangible products and performances. Ideally, they should be realistically

contextualized,” Adrian explains (Find out about their performance tasks in the box story below).

To ensure a balance between challenge and skills, the difficulty of the tasks had to be carefully

calibrated. Clear scaffolding was also crucial.

Performing a Task

To teach students about forces and simple machines, Adrian and his team created Project

Weightlifter. They gave students a scenario: Imagine you are living in a village. The bucket of

the only well in the village has fallen into the well! Work with your team to lift the bucket out of

the well.

Based on what they had learned about simple machines, the students were expected to design

and build a contraption using the materials provided, such as poles, twine and pulleys.

Another performance task that the teachers designed was related to nutrition. After learning

about the various food groups, like carbohydrates, fats and proteins, students were asked to

create set lunch menus for the school’s bistro, which is expected to be open by the end of this

year.

See pictures of pupils’ work in the gallery below.
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2. Scaffolding

Scaffolding can take many forms, including benchmark lessons, which Krajcik et. al. (1999) described

as lessons in which students do not learn concepts for the sake of learning them, but instead to help

them understand and find solutions to the driving question of a project. Teachers need to help

students see how these lessons connect to their project.

A template that provides structure for students can be very useful, as are examples of good work.

Adrian’s team also works with other departments so that the knowledge and skills learned in different

subjects could be used in tandem for a single project (e.g., ICT skills to do online searches and

create Google presentations).

3. Showcase

To celebrate and affirm students’ successes, platforms are created to showcase excellent work.

In the case of Project Weightlifter, the team that built the best contraption (which involved a

combination of a wheel and axle system and a compound pulley system) was invited to present and

demonstrate their contraption to their peers during assembly.

As for the nutrition project, the teachers selected the best teams to present their set lunch menus to

the school. Students and teachers then voted for their favourite menus. The teams with the most

votes got to work with teachers from the school’s Retail and Hospitality Department to prepare the

meal for their school leaders.

Every Student Matters

“At Crest, we believe that every student matters. They are all valuable and important to us. And they

all can learn.” Because of such beliefs, Adrian and his colleagues are working hard to align their

curriculum to their students’ needs.

Ultimately, they hope to see their students graduate and live out the school motto: “Empowered to

Realize My Dreams”.

Reference

Krajcik, J., Czerniak, C., & Berger, C. (1999). Teaching children science: A project-based approach.

Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill College.

Adrian Tay is Head of Department for Math and Science and has been in the education service

for 8 years. His team includes Ong Kwang Wei, who has been teaching for 15 years, and Noor

Khairin, who has been teaching for 7 years. They are currently teaching at Crest Secondary

School. This article is based on their presentation “Developing a Growth-minded Science

Curriculum for Normal (Technical) Students” at the Teachers’ Conference 2014.
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Learning from Dilemmas

A teacher poses a dilemma in class and lets her students grapple with it, in a bid to help them

enhance their social, emotional and thinking skills.

In a world where speed and efficiency are everything, a teacher at Raffles Institution wants her

students to learn to slow down when making decisions, especially if others may be affected.

To do that, Geography teacher Mrs Ong Wai Ling laid down a challenge for them, in the form of a

dilemma.

Dilemma-based Learning

“What is a dilemma? It’s a difficult decision that needs to

be made,” explains Wai Ling. “You have conflicting points

of view, and it’s not so easy to have a ‘good’ conclusion

for everyone.

“What’s interesting about a dilemma is that there’re no

correct answers. And that’s something that students don’t

like,” she continues.

Wai Ling first got to know about dilemma-based learning

through the book, Dilemma-based Learning in the

Humanities: Integrating Social, Emotional and Thinking

Skills.

Dilemma-based learning requires students to reflect on

their own values, think logically and creatively, and

empathize with others as they grapple with a dilemma

posed by their teacher.

Wai Ling finds this learning approach especially apt for

the Humanities subjects. “It is related to problem solving,

conflict resolution and reconciliation of different needs,” she says. “That’s the essence of inquiry in

the Humanities.”

The Dilemma: To Build or Not to Build?

While teaching the topic of Tourism in Geography, Wai Ling decided to construct a dilemma for her

students based on a real-life issue she feels strongly about: the wearing of heavy brass coils around

the neck by women from the Paduang tribe.

To make the dilemma authentic, she asked students to assume the role of Director of Tourism at the

Ministry of Tourism in Chiangmai, Thailand.

A group of foreign investors wants to set up a Paduang cultural village which costs US$10 million to

build. The local government will need to invest US$6 million in this project. In addition, the Paduang

women have to carry on the tradition of wearing brass coils to attract tourists (See box story below).

Human rights activists frown upon this practice and see the project as a violation of human rights.

However, it will possibly improve the economic circumstances of the Paduang people.

As the tourism director, would the students advise the Thai government to build the village? What

would be the best decision for both the government and the Paduang community?

Dilemma-based learning is related to problem solving, conflict resolution and
reconciliation of different needs. That’s the essence of inquiry in the

Humanities.

- Ong Wai Ling, Raffles Institution
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“Hold your Horses!”

Wai Ling got her students into groups and told them to use “webs of meaning” to guide their

discussions. The webs are series of key questions that get students thinking in a structured fashion

about the stakeholders and how each group might be affected differently. This is very useful,

especially for students who tend to be divergent in their thinking.

Some of Wai Ling’s students are eager to arrive at the “right” answer at the outset. “We tell them:

Hold your horses first. Sometimes, you’ve got to listen to your friends and there’s no one right answer

for the time being,” she says.

“Our students are very quick at making decisions, so when we delay them in their decision making, we

help them to explore the issue more deeply.”

To make things interesting, Wai Ling did not provide all the information they needed immediately.

Instead, she “threw up bits and pieces of information” along the way, so that students have to

reconsider their decisions.

“One of the objectives is to teach them that you can’t gather all the information at one go. During the

inquiry process, new information may come your way, so what do you do with it?”

Decisions, Decisions

After discussing the dilemma in their

groups, each student reflected and wrote

down the factors that made them decide on

a certain course of action.

“I ask them about their personal feelings as

well,” Wai Ling says. She wants them to

learn to empathize with people who will be

affected by their decisions.

Some of her students held very strong

views and felt perturbed when their

classmates thought differently from them. There were those who were very concerned about human

rights, while others focused on the economic benefits that the project will bring to the Paduang

people.

For teachers, it may be tempting to skip this step of personal reflection. But Wai Ling thinks it

encourages students to reflect on their own thinking, something that many are not very skilled at.

After that, the students led a “content plenary” where groups shared their decisions with the class.

Each group explained their decision-making process, and others were free to question them. The

whole class then voted for the “best” decision.

Through the use of this approach, Wai Ling hopes that her students will learn to persevere and work

with others to solve complex, real-world problems that await them in the future. “We want to

encourage them to practise and develop skills they can use throughout their lives to make good

decisions.”

Wai Ling’s advice to other teachers who want to try this out with their students is this: Be neutral.

Although she is keenly interested in this issue surrounding the Paduang women, she did not let her

personal opinions get in the way in class.

“We cannot impose our views on others–I think this is very important for Humanities teachers,” she

says. “We expose them to the problems, equip them with the skills, and set them on a journey to go

and explore on their own.”

Background about the Paduang Tribe in Thailand

The fictitious dilemma that Mrs Ong Wai Ling posed to her students centres on the Padaung

tribe who originally lived in Myanmar. Some of them fled from military conflict in their country to

settle in Thailand.

With the help of the Thai government, a Paduang refugee village was set up in the Mae Hong

Son province. Today, the tribe amounts to about 485 members in the Golden Triangle area.

Compared to the rest of the population in Thailand, they experience a higher degree of

poverty. They also lack access to basic social services, such as education and healthcare.

Most of them work in agriculture while some earn a living by making handicrafts.

The Paduang women are known for wearing heavy brass coils around their necks, as part of

their traditional culture. Some of these coils can weigh as much as 5 kg and may cause

discomfort, muscle weakening and skin discolouration. In recent years, many Paduang women

in Myanmar have abandoned this tradition. However, some in Thailand continue to do so, as
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part of their efforts to draw tourists to visit their village.

Useful Resource

Wood, P., Hymer, B., &  Michel, D. (2007). Dilemma-based learning in the Humanities: Integrating

social, emotional and thinking skills. London, England: Chris Kington.

Reference

Kayan people (Burma. (n.d.). In Wikipedia. Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kayan_people_

%28Burma%29

Ong Wai Ling is a Geography teacher at Raffles Institution and she has been teaching for the

past 22 years. This article is based on her presentation “Dilemma-based Learning: Integrating

Social, Emotional and Thinking Skills” at the Teachers’ Conference 2014.
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(From left) Ms Irene Chen, Mdm Halilah Binte Salim

Alkhatib and Mdm Loo Ming Yang agree that a campaign

is an authentic platform for students to develop altruism.

Campaigning for Altruism

At Tanjong Katong Secondary School, teachers let student leaders run campaigns for social

awareness to cultivate their spirit of altruism.

Altruism matters. Just ask the teachers at Tanjong Katong Secondary School (TKSS).

“We base the TKSS Student Leadership Framework around altruism,” says Mdm Halilah Binte Salim

Alkhatib, Subject Head of Student Leadership and Talent Management. “We grow all our student

leaders to become altruistic leaders.”

Halilah explains that student leaders should be proactive in placing the needs and interests of others

before themselves, without expecting anything in return.

TKSS grooms them to become individuals who are competent, compassionate and constructive –

values that are key to success in any field.

Experiential Learning through Campaigns

Can altruism be taught? As Ms Irene

Chen, Level Head of Math, points out, “It’s

not easy to develop altruism in a person

unless an experiential learning platform is

provided.”

So in 2008, the school experimented with

an approach that gives student leaders an

authentic platform to serve the school

community. The student councillors were

entrusted to run the school’s first student-

led and student-initiated social awareness

campaign against bullying. It proved to be

a success.

”It’s a good platform for student-initiated

efforts,” Halilah explains. “It allows our

student leaders to serve and positively

impact others without expecting anything in return.”

Moreover, the process of running a campaign covers all the guiding principles of the TKSS Student

Leadership Framework, which aims to develop student leaders who contribute to a positive school

culture and the community.

A Successful Campaign

Since their first campaign in 2008, TKSS student councillors have continued to run week-long

campaigns annually. These help to raise awareness of social talking points ranging from the need to

demonstrate appreciation for others, to the challenges of parenting teenagers. Irene explains the key

factors that helped their campaigns achieve school-wide success.

Firstly, the student leaders ensure that publicity that leads up to the campaign is expansive and

executed well. This creates awareness about the campaign before the event, and continues to have

an impact on the students even after it is over. Some examples of publicity materials are banners,

posters, collaterals and air time during morning assembly for student leaders to introduce the

campaign.

Secondly, during the week of the campaign, Character and Citizenship Education (CCE) lessons are

facilitated by student councillors. They also plan and deliver the content for the assembly period of

that week.

Irene explains, “The teachers are not only looking at the suitability and relevancy of the content, but

we also ensure the modes of delivery are appropriate for the various levels and classes.”

Finally, a show of commitment by the student population is crucial. Hence, the organizing committee

would request for a designated area in the school canteen where they can execute school-wide

pledges and students can show their support. “If we can get the student population to commit to make
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a positive change, we know that the campaign is successful,” says Irene.

It’s not easy to develop altruism in a person unless an experiential learning
platform is provided.

- Ms Irene Chan, Tanjong Katong Secondary School

The Teachers’ Role

Even though the campaigns are student-initiated and student-led, teachers still play a part. They ask

guiding questions to sharpen student leaders’ thinking when they are conceptualizing the campaign.

They also coach and provide suggestions, while observing student leaders as they rehearse activities

that they plan to deliver. This ensures the quality of their learning experience.

Mdm Loo Ming Yang, one of the teachers in charge of the student councillors, explains: “As teachers,

we need to ensure the quality of the campaign because we have to make sure that the information is

accurate and unbiased. We approve and validate the proposal and materials prepared by organizing

committee, and critique their rehearsals.”

The teachers also help with administrative matters, such as including the campaign and in the

school’s calendar of events, and ensuring that student leaders have the opportunity to lead CCE

lessons and assembly period during the campaign week.

While planning and running a campaign sounds challenging and time-consuming, the TKSS teachers

believe it is all worthwhile.

By letting the students experience first-hand what it is like to work for altruistic causes, it is more likely

that they will embrace the value of altruism. And if they can continue to work in the same spirit, these

students will truly grow to become compassionate, constructive and competent leaders.

Halilah Binte Salim Alkhatib is the Subject Head of Student Leadership and Talent Management

and she has been teaching for 11 years. Irene Chen is the Level Head of Math and has been

teaching for 7 years. Loo Ming Yang is a Science teacher and a teacher in-charge of the

student councillors. She has been teaching for 8 years. They are all from Tanjong Katong

Secondary School. This article is based on their presentation “Social Awareness Campaigns:

An Authentic Platform to Develop Altruistic Student Leaders” at the Teachers’ Conference

2014.
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(From left) Belize Chan Li Chun, Quah Li Zhen and

Nurjannah Bte Ayub believe that the Art class can help

pupils discover and express themselves.

Self-expression through Art

Give pupils enough space in the Art classroom to express themselves freely, and they will grow

to enjoy Art. More than just that, they may even discover more about themselves.

Imagine this: A teacher holds up a photo of a cat, and instructs the class to draw it accurately in 2

minutes. How would the pupils feel?

A group of teacher participants at the Teachers’ Conference 2014 were put through this exercise.

They later remarked that they felt restricted because they had to reproduce the cat accurately

instead of drawing it in their own ways; pressured because of the time limit; and unhappy because

they thought their artwork looked “ugly”.

This exercise showed them how creativity killers can affect children’s self-expression and enjoyment

when they are learning art.

Express Yourself

Self-expression is crucial for the

development of pupils’ identity and

personhood, and Art as a subject lends

itself very well to promoting that.

When pupils feel like they can freely

express themselves, they can then begin

to explore their interests and strengths.

This helps them think about who they are

and who they want to grow up to be.

Citing the hierarchy of needs by

psychologist Abraham Maslow, Ms

Nurjannah Bte Ayub from MacPherson

Primary School points out that “if the

children don’t feel loved, safe, or that they

belong, they will not feel secure enough to

express their true inner self.”

Encouraging Space for Self-
expression

There are a few ways teachers can create a nurturing classroom where pupils feel safe expressing

themselves without second guessing their artistic choices.

For example, pupils should own the entire creative process. They will have a sense of achievement

and gain confidence when they think: “This is my work. Everything is mine, from the thought process

to the process of creating it.”

Teachers should also encourage choices in the classroom. For example, they can create learning

stations with different choices of medium, such as oil pastels, watercolours or marker pens. The

stations could also focus on different art and handicraft skills, such as cutting and sewing.

No matter what approach an Art educator chooses, time management is crucial. Jannah says that

some of her lessons span over a few weeks to give pupils enough time to learn, explore, reflect and

discuss.

Dos and Don’ts of Encouraging Self-expression

Ms Belize Chan Li Chun, an Art teacher from Innova Primary School, shares some tips on how

teachers can create space for self-expression in the Art classroom.

Dos

Withhold judgment and allow for mistakes: Mistakes are important for learning. If pupils

are chastized for mistakes, they will feel hesitant and constantly second guess their

decisions.
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See-Think-Wonder strategy: Ask pupils to take a look at their classmates’ artwork, think

about what they are and ask questions. This will in turn make them reflect about their own

work.

Ask thought-provoking questions: Ask questions that make pupils think about why they

created their artwork. This helps them understand their work and themselves better.

 

Don’ts (otherwise known as Creativity Killers)

Surveillance: Constantly being watched can sometimes reduce pupils’ risk-taking and

creative urges.

Emphasis on evaluation: If students are constantly reminded that they will be graded, they

will focus on that instead of the art-making process.

Competition: Every child progresses at a different pace, so teachers should allow for that

instead of encouraging competition.

Pressure: Expectations that are unrealistic often result in pupils developing an aversion to

a project.

Restricting choice: “If you tell pupils what they should do, how to do it, what colours to use,

what themes to work on, they are not allowed to follow their creativity and passion,” says

Belize. We do not want to turn “young artists into young factory workers”.

Holistic Assessments

As far as assessment goes, Jannah and Belize do not focus on the grading of the final piece.

However, the pupils themselves may need to be convinced that the final grade is not everything.

“They have gone through years of being told that their artwork must be nice and look good,” says Ms

Quah Li Zhen of MacPherson Primary School. “So when you tell them to do what they want, the

children feel a bit scared to try!”

But she adds: “It takes a while to break away from that feeling of ‘I must draw perfectly and erase

away everything else!’ But I find that usually, it only takes a month to break it.”

Teachers can use rubrics that focus on the processes through which pupils acquire artistic behaviour.

“Pupils will excel (in assessment) if they are able to express their thoughts, ideas and feelings,”

explains Jannah. “They can also be assessed on how well they reason out why they chose a medium

or style.”

Another way is to assess pupils based on their self-awareness and whether they are able to learn

from and work with their mistakes. “The idea is to see if they can do it independently or if they need

guidance from us on how they should proceed,” Jannah says.

Besides that, pupils can also do self- and peer-assessment by using a checklist to see if they are on

track, whether they missed out anything, and how they can do better. The same checklist can be

used when they do a “walkabout” in the classroom to check out their peers’ work.

“We hope they will get inspired, and what we notice is that they will usually make changes to their

work – not to copy – but because they realize everyone is different, so they can be different too,”

says Jannah.

Helping pupils to discover themselves in such a positive manner is what Jannah and her colleagues

hope to achieve. “When I was in school, I didn’t like Art because I felt I was never good enough!” she

confesses with a laugh. “So I feel their frustration. Ultimately, by encouraging self-expression, we

realize our pupils enjoy Art lessons more. And that’s just another reason why we do this.”

Nurjannah Bte Ayub is Primary 1 Form Teacher at MacPherson Primary School. She teaches

Art and Math and has been teaching for 2 years. Quah Li Zhen is a Primary 3 Form Teacher at

MacPherson Primary School. She teaches Art and Science and has been teaching for 2 years.

Belize Chan Li Chun is an Art teacher at Innova Primary School and has been teaching for 2

years. This article is based on their presentation “Nurturing Self-expression Through Art” at the

Teachers’ Conference 2014.
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My experience has taught
me that teachers make a
huge difference in life.

- Professor Kishore
Mahbubani, Dean, Lee
Kuan Yew School of Public
Policy, National University of
Singapore

What Will Make a Difference?

Professor Kishore Mahbubani’s childhood was not easy, but three things transformed his life:

his love for reading, his teachers and his desire to question everything. This article is based on

his keynote address at the Teachers’ Conference 2014.

I want to begin by emphasizing that I agree with Minister of Education Heng Swee Keat’s remark that

teaching Character and Citizenship Education is very difficult. It’s a fact that most of the values we

absorb in our lives and the values that we live by come from our parents and from our homes.

Schools can make a difference, but the primary source of teaching in moral education will have to be

the home. The question is: What else can the schools do to complement what is being done in the

home?

Since I’m not a professional educationist, what I’ll try to do is to reflect on my childhood. Clearly by

most standards, I’ve come a long way. I came from a life of hardship and ended up with a life of

relative success. So, what happened?

Read for Moral Education

Purely by accident, I discovered the Joo Chiat Public

Library. I must have been 7 or 8 then. I would go there

every week and borrow four to five books, and I was

known as the bookworm.

Looking back now, if that hadn’t happened, there was

no way I could have been the writer I am today. It was

all those years of reading. Most of the time, I write

correctly because of all the reading that I did. I

emphasize this because I fear that the habit of reading

is becoming less common in Singapore and globally.

I believe that if you want to teach moral education, there’s no better way than to get children to read

novels. Literature is the best guide to obtaining a good moral sensibility. So, if children do not read

novels, they have a major disadvantage in life. I don’t know what we can do to promote it, but that’s

one thing I can encourage you all to do because that’s how you build character and resilience in

children.

We are luckier today because we didn’t have Harry Potter then! Having only read one book in the

series, I can already see how the story of Gryffindor versus Slytherin in the game of Quidditch – how

one team plays by the rules and the other doesn’t – exposes all the moral dilemmas we have to deal

with. And it’s much more accessible for today’s generation than the books we had in my generation.

So, please encourage more reading among your students.

Teachers Make a Difference

The second way my life was transformed, from the age of 6 to 16, was due to my teachers. I went to

Tanjong Katong Technical School. In Secondary 3, I had to sit for the Metal Work exam. I was asked

to make a hinge. But I wasn’t very smart: I made one piece this way and the other in exactly the same

way. As a result, they couldn’t fit together! So I failed Metal Work, which was the best thing that
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happened in my life.

I was transferred from Sec 3B to Sec 4G –

the arts class. And that saved my life,

because I was moved from a technical world

to an arts world, which I was suited for. I

studied History and Geography, and for the

first time, the Sec 4G boy became the top

boy in school in the O-Level Examinations.

I then went on to St. Andrew’s School.

Looking back now, I finally understand the

saying: Education is not about filling a

bucket; education is about lighting a fire.

Someone lit a candle in my brain, and it transformed me.

I had all kinds of teachers. I had a Geography teacher who was a real terror. We were all scared of

her! She was fierce and frightened us every day by shouting at us! But that worked. I got an A in

Geography. And then I had the exact opposite for Literature. I had a teacher who would become one

of Singapore’s best poets: Robert Yeo. I had this remarkable range of teachers who lit this candle in

me.

My experience has taught me that teachers make a huge difference in life. We were poor, we were on

welfare, my father was unemployed, and he used to drink and gamble. In an environment which could

actually break a young person, I succeeded. And what made the difference? The teachers. They

provided a positive balance to what was happening in the rest of my life.

And that’s why all of you (the teachers) have a very important role to play because in your

classrooms, there are young Kishore Mahbubanis who are struggling. And it’s what you do with them

that will determine whether or not they succeed in their life.

This trait enables me to speak in many different parts of the world today,
challenge conventional wisdom, and write books. The moral of the story is if

you can question, you can succeed in life.

- Professor Mahbubani on the importance of asking questions

Learn to Question

And this brings me to the third thing which saved my life and which you can try to implement more in

the classroom. It’s questioning. For some reason, I find myself questioning a lot of things. I discovered

it’s part of my nature.

At the National University of Singapore (NUS), I initially did the sensible thing and took Economics and

Sociology as majors and Philosophy as a minor for my first 2 years.

But then I discovered that I wasn’t learning much from my economics and sociology majors. By

contrast, my philosophy lessons taught me to question everything and every assumption in the world.

As a result, I did something stupid and repeated a year in NUS so that I could study philosophy as a

major. To make ends meet, I taught night classes.

And what was the difference that philosophy made to me? It made me realize you can question every

assumption in the world. It proved to be an enormous asset in my life. This trait enables me to speak

in many different parts of the world today, challenge conventional wisdom, and write books.

The moral of this story is that if you can question, you can succeed in life. So as a result of my

remarks, I hope you’ll encourage more reading by your students, you’ll realize that teachers can make

a difference, and you’ll encourage your students to question even more.

 

Kishore Mahbubani is Dean and Professor in the Practice of Public Policy of the Lee Kuan Yew

School of Public Policy at the National University of Singapore. He served in Singapore’s

diplomatic service for 33 years and was Permanent Secretary at the Foreign Ministry from

1993 to 1998. His latest book is The Great Convergence: Asia, the West, and the Logic of One

World.
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Fostering Character and Values

When it comes to effective character and values education, Professor Marvin W. Berkowitz

asks educators to think of the Head, Heart and Hands. This article is based on his keynote

speech “Understanding What Really Fosters Character and Values” at the Teachers’

Conference 2014.

What Is Character?

Character is more than values. You can have the right values but don’t have the right skill set to act

on them, the courage to act on those values, or the moral reasoning capacity to adjudicate between

two values that come into conflict with each other. Having a set of values is good, but it’s not enough.

You need so much more.

You have the values but you also need the cognitive understanding and the critical thinking capacity

to reason about social and moral issues. You also need the motivation to care about them, and the

skills set to enact them. All in all, you need the Head, the Heart and the Hands: to understand, to care

about and to act effectively.

Head

The Head has two parts. One is knowledge about character and values. Students don’t necessarily

know what’s right or wrong, what’s civil and polite. So we want to help them learn it.

That’s traditional education. But this isn’t the challenging part. What’s challenging is getting the

permission to include character-building in what you teach. Fortunately in Singapore, you have that

permission.

Some feel the pressure that there is no time to do character education even though they value it

because time has to be allotted first to the content. It’s true in many places in the world. But if you

invest effectively in character education, you will find you will have more time for content and

instruction.

And you will get through your curriculum more efficiently and effectively if you take the time to focus

on building relationships, classroom culture and expectations, norms and routines. Taking time out of

academics will help you be a better academic instructor and your students will learn.

The other part is critical thinking. We cannot teach students every single value and moral fact that

they might need to know. The world changes so they have to be able to think for themselves. I think

that every human being needs to be a “moral philosopher”, every one of your students included, even

the 3- or 4-year-olds!

We need to nurture critical thinking not just in academic areas, but also in character and values

education. And that’s a different pedagogy than transmitting knowledge and we have to build it

explicitly into our lessons, both in plans and spontaneous moments.

Heart

We need kids not to just tell us what the core values are, but also to really care about them. Teaching

to the heart is very different than teaching to the head. It’s not the same method.

You teach to the heart from who you are and from what you do, not from what you say. Kids need to
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emotionally bond with their teachers, classes and

schools – all these need to embody the values that

children can internalize. You need to care. That’s a

different pedagogy.

Hands

But even caring is not enough. You may know

something’s right, you may authentically care about

it, but you may have no clue how to do it. Kids don’t

necessarily come to school knowing how to

disagree respectfully. They don’t necessarily know

how to manage their anger either. They know it’s wrong and don’t want to do it but they don’t know

how to control their anger.

So we need to teach them the skills of how to be a competent social being; how to function as a

member of a caring community. And that’s another pedagogy. We teach children the skills how to do

an equation in a molecular fashion, and we have to do the same thing with the skills of character.

We need to teach them the skills of how to be a competent social being; how
to function as a member of a caring community

- Professor Marvin W. Berkowitz, University of Missouri-St. Louis

What Is Character Education?

It’s very different for me. It’s not old-fashioned stuff; it’s something new. It’s a way of being. How do

you “be” with others, can you “be” with others in a caring, just way, can you transform the way you

“be”?

As educators, that’s where the transformation comes. The key point is that you have no choice.

Aristotle told us 2 millennia ago that there is no “off” switch. If you are around children, you are

impacting their values and character all the time. You’re in this profession so you’re doing it. In

character education, we just want you to do it systematically, intentionally and effectively.

It is rocket science; it’s not easy. It takes learning and struggling. It takes learning communities and

adults to understand the nuances, the pitfalls, the good practices, techniques, and somewhere along

the line understand the theory and research that tell us things that could be counter-intuitive.

If you want different results, you need to change the design of classroom and school. Redesigning

starts in your mirror. You have to look into the mirror and ask, “How can I be different as an educator

and get closer to the results that I want?”

A PRIME Example

Professor Marvin W. Berkowitz shares five pillars that he thinks should be the foundation for

character and values Education. Together, they are known as PRIME.

1. Prioritizing character and values education: Make this an authentic priority in schools

and classes.

2. Relationship: Build a rapport between students and teachers, among teachers and all

school stakeholders, too.

3. Intrinsic motivation: Motivate students to internalize values instead of motivating them

through external rewards, such as stickers or sweets.

4. Modelling: Strive to be a model of good character.

5. Empowerment: Let students experience what it means to be a good citizen who is looking

out for the common good of the community and society. Empower all members of the

school community so that their voices truly matter.

Useful Resources

Character Education Partnership: http://www.character.org

Center for Character and Citizenship: www.characterandcitizenship.org

Marvin W. Berkowitz is a character education expert and “epiphany engineer”. His scholarly

focus and expertise is in character education and development. He is the inaugural Sanford N.

McDonnell Endowed Professor of Character Education, and Co-Director of the Center for

Character and Citizenship at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, and University of Missouri

Thomas Jefferson Fellow. He is author of over 100 articles, chapters and books, including You
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