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1 Attitudes towards liinovations in lJrimary 3chools: 
A Study of In-Service Teachers 

Joy Chew Oon Ai 

Introduction 

I This is a study of how a group of primary school 

1 teachers in Singapore dealt with the possibility of 
introducing informal educational innovations in 1 their school settings. "Informal innovations" here 
refers to the voluntary adoption of new teaching 
methods, techniques and ideas acquired during an 
in-service teacher education programme, namely, 
the Further Professional Certificate in Education 
(FPCE) programme conducted by the Institute of 
Education, Singapore. Did these teachers attempt, 
when back in their schools, to experiment with 
the new ideas and methods of teaching they had 
been exposed to during the one year of the FPCE 
programme? What factors worked for, and against, 
attempts at innovations in their primary schools? 
Were there structural constraints and socio-psycho- 
logical obstacles that they had to negotiate in order 
to adopt innovations in classroom and educational 
practices? If innovative ideas had remained dor- 

1 mant, was this because the teachers were uncon- 

, vinced about the practicality and relevance of these 
I ideas for the classroom and the school? These ques- 

1 tions serve as the focal points of a small study 

( involving 66 primary school teachers. Of the 66 
teachers, sixteen had resumed work at school for 
nine months after they completed their in-service 
attachment at the Institute of Education (IE). The 
remaining 50 were in the midst of their in-service 

I training when they participated in the study. 
The importance of knowing what happens when 

in-service teachers return to their schools and teach- 
ing responsibilities is obvious from the point of 
view of the training institute. The rationale for 
mounting the FPCE programme, run in conjunc- 
tion with the Ministry of Education, was to enable 
" serving primary school teachers to pursue a more 
intensive study at greater depth of both practice 
and theory in selected areas of primary school 
work." Experienced teachers at the mid-point of 

their teaching careers were invited and selected 
with the help of their principals to apply for the 
newly implemented programme during which 
they were ganted study leave on full salary. Begin- 
ning in July 1981, LE conducted the programme 
for three batches of teachers, 50 in each. One of 
the objectives of the programme was to introduce 
the teachers to new ideas and methods of instruc- 
tion as well as skills in conducting school-based 
staff development workshops in teaching subjects 
like Mathematics, English Language, Science and 
Reading. Thus, implicit in the FPCE programme 
was the hope that the teachers would eventually 
experience some attitudinal and behavioural 
changes in regard to classroom and educational 
practices. But for this to happen, the teachers' atti- 
tude towards innovation and the school context 
within which they worked must be favourably 
disposed towards change. It was this gap in knowl- 
edge of the primary school teachers in Singapore 
that motivated such a follow-up study of some 
of the teachers. By examining the attitudes that 
teachers hold about new ideas and teaching 
methods, and their actual experiences of trying to 
introduce informal innovations to their colleagues, 
it is possible to shed some light on the behaviour 
patterns and belief systems of teachers in Singa- 
pore primary schools. Such a study will inform 
teacher educators on how to plan for training 
courses that take into consideration the difficulties 
faced by the practising teachers in their schools. 

Method of the Study 

A total of 66 participants of the first and third 
intakes of the FPCE programme were involved in 
the study. The choice of these teachers was bised 
on two considerations. First, the writer had a work- 
ing relationship with all of them in one of the 
course components, School Organization and 



Administration (SOA), which was designed to 
equip teachers with some school administration 
principles and skills. Accessibility to teacher respon- 
dents was of utmost importance as it was the 
means of getting quality data through in-depth 
interviews and questionnaires. Second, the first 
class of teachers who enrolled for the SOA course 
had by then completed nine months of teaching 
since their in-service programme ended. Although 
they had been back at school for just nine months, 
they had enough time to be immersed in the com- 
plexities of school life and possibly attempted 
implementing some of the new ideas and skills 
they had learnt. 

Out of the twenty teachers who went through 
the SOA course, sixteen were available for inter- 
views, conducted during February and March 
1983. There were five female and eleven male 
teachers in this smaller sample. Thirteen of them 
were subject co-ordinators, two were senior assis- 
tants and one a vice-principal at the time of joining 
the in-service programme. Most of them had 
taught in primary schools for sixteen years or 
more. All were holding positions of responsibility 
and were being groomed for more professional 
and administrative work in their teaching career. 
An interview of one and a half to two hours was 
held with each of them. These interviews centred 
on the topic of attitudes towards change and inno- 
vations in their schools. During the interviews, the 
teachers gave descriptive accounts of what their 
own experiences in innovative practices in their 
classrooms and schools had been like. They dis- 
cussed what they felt to be the factors that facili- 
tated or hindered innovaiive efforts made by them, 
the principal, or other teachers in the school. 
Examples were given of attempts at innovation 
and how they had been received by colleagues and 
school administrators. They were asked to give a 
situational analysis of the difficulties they faced in 
the areas of innovation attempted in the past 
or recently. By means of probe questions, each 
teacher respondent was able to provide valuable 
insights into the nature of the school culture and 
their own attitudes towards innovation. Data 
gathered confirmed the existence of a teacher 
culture that appeared to be pervasive in primary 
schools in Singapore. 

In order to have additional information on how 
ubiquitous the teacher culture was, a questionnaire 
was constructed and administered to fifty other 
FPCE teachers who were still attending the in- 
service programme. The latter group consisted of 
42 female and eight male teachers. Their average 

age was 35.2 years. Most of them had taught for six- 
teen years before joining the programme. Of the 
fifty, twenty-six were subject co-ordinators and 
two were senior assistants in their schools at the 
time they enrolled for the programme. In many 
ways, the third batch of in-service teachers were 
comparable to the earlier intake. 

The questionnaire consisted of open-ended items 
which tapped the teachers' view on innovation in 
the school. "Innovation" was found to be of two 
types: the new ideas and methods of teaching 
imposed by the educational authority, and those 
implemented on a voluntary basis and at an in- 
formal level by teachers. Respondents were asked 
to comment on the kind of difficulties they anti- 
cipated, or had experienced, if they attempted 
innovative practices in their present primary 
schools. Another part of the questionnaire sought 
to find the factors that explained the lack of inte- 
rest in innovation among teachers. Five likely 
factors were listed and respondents were asked to 
elaborate on them. All fifty teachers completed the 
questionnaire and the additional data on the 
reception of teachers to innovations in Singapore 
primary schools were collated and analysed. 

Responses to Innovations in the School: 
Some Theoretical Considerations 

There is now a considerable body of literature on 
how schools and different personnel in the school 
hierarchy of authority respond to innovations (see 
for example, Sarason, 1971; Musgrove, 1971; Mac- 
Donald, 1976; Hurst, 1980). Most of the studies 
examine how the principal, the heads of subject 
departments and the teachers react to innovations 
that are officially introduced by an external agency 
such as the department of education. Any major 
form of rearrangement in the school organization 
or in the curriculum can disrupt the routine, rights 
and duties of the school personnel. But changes 
and innovations do not affect the different roles in 
the same way. The principal's role seems to be in 
keeping with innovations. Musgrove (1971) has 
argued that for the primary school principal, inno- 
vation can be both a qualification for promotion 
and a key structural feature of the role. Innova- 
tions, whether imposed from outside the school or 
initiated by the school head, can be understood as 
a means of the principal generating more power 
for himself. The head of a subject department in a 
primary school holds a more ambiguous position. 
Unlike the principal who has a clear-cut position 
of authority, department heads have a power base 
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Faced with the challenge of implementing or 
experimenting with new teaching methods and 
ideas, the teacher can be expected to  engage in a 
critical appraisal of the new methods, skills or 
knowledge presented to him. An immediate con- 
cern is whether these untried methods and ideas 
are practical and practicable in the classroom and 
the school. This will be especially true of experi- 
enced teachers who have become accustomed to 
certain ways of teaching and coping with the 
demands of their work context. 

Hurst points out in his paper, Ideas into Action, 
that a decision-making process is involved when 
teachers are confronted with innovation. The 
potential adopter of a new idea is, in a commonsen- 
sical and protoscientific way, critically examining 
the idea to see if it can be falsified by the actual 
conditions obtaining in the social and structural 
context of the school. In any innovatory situation, 
the teacher has to decide whether or not to adopt 
the innovation and, if to  adopt, at what level of 
use, for how long, and possibly, whether to modify 
the original ideas. The decision to  accept an innova- 
tion, whether it is formally or informally intro- 
duced into the school, involves a careful calculation 
of the benefits and costs of the adoption. As Hurst 
puts it, "to innovate is to  step into the unknown." 

Several criteria must be met before an innova- 

I 

tion is adopted by the individual in an organiza- 
tional setting. 

that is established on subject divisions and speciali- 
zation. However, subject specialization is less 
pronounced in the primary school, and unless the 
position of the department head is officially recog- 
nized and made more conspicuous, the person 
holding that office is less likely to enjoy freedom 
in introducing innovations to his colleagues. This 
will be the more so if innovative efforts are of an 
informal nature. 

The teacher's position in the school hierarchy 
puts him in a subordinate status in relation to the 
top administrative staff. But because he works in 
a professionally isolated setting of the classroom, he 
enjoys considerable autonomy in terms of his teach- 
ing style and the curriculum work that he does 
with his pupils. While this may be changing 
for some schools experimenting with team teach- 

1 The potential adopter must have sufficient 
information and understanding of the innovation. 
Possession of adequate information enables the 
person to assess its usefulness and probable gain 
in implementing it. This condition is especially 
crucial if the potential user has to persuade others 
of the feasibility of the new idea. 

2 The source of the innovation must be 
credible. It must be seen as coming from someone 
who is an authority or expert in that innovation. 
Once the idea is legitimatized in this way, the poten- 
tial user will, more likely, take it seriously and 
perhaps try it out. 

3 The idea must be perceived by the poten- 
tial user to be feasible in a particular context. If it 
entails too much time, human effort and oppor- 
tunity cost, he may not want to risk investing all 
these resources in these untested ideas. Moreover, 
the traditional or conventional way of doing things 
enjoys the advantage of being familiar and workable. 

Using this framework of discussion provided 
by Hurst, we can think of certain questions that a 
teacher may ask when faced with an innovative 
idea: (1) Will it work in my school? (2) Assuming 
that it works, should I share this idea with other 
colleagues? (3) How can I disseminate this idea? 
(4) How will the others react to me and the idea if 
I try to implement it in the school? 

Obviously, the teacher who has to make a deci- 
sion about adopting the innovation must himself 
be convinced that it will be workable in his own 
classroom. Much risk will be involved if the idea 
fails to work, one being the credibility of the 
teacher himself. If the innovation has an undesir- 
able outcome, such as if it leads to  unnecessary 
and wasteful work, the teacher can get blamed 
and lose the goodwill of his colleagues. 

Sarason's discussion of the culture of the school 
(1971) throws light on an additional difficulty faced 
by teachers who want to  introduce an innovation 
in the school. When teachers resist innovations or 
dismiss proposals for innovations as being a waste 
of time and energy, it is not simply because they 
are closed, insecure and conservative. Although 
psychological factors can explain resistance to 
change in the school, structural factors loom as 
large. All teachers and principals function in a 
distinct socio-professional structure that imposes 
constraints on their behaviour. This structure 
governs the roles and relationships among teachers 
and school administrators. Sarason argues that the 
school culture tends to be resistant to change, 
planned or unplanned. If this is true, the teacher 
who seeks to introduce some form of innovation 

ing and collaborative decision-making between 
teachers and the school administrators, the pre- 
valent mode is that of the teacher working in 
splendid isolation from his colleagues and principal. 
How then will the teacher regard innovations in 
teaching style, subject teaching, marking, assess- 
ment and remedial work? 
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will meet with an ethos that views change and inno- 
vations as undesirable. 

Attitudes and beliefs concerning the desirability 
of change in an educational organization are pos- 
sibly learnt as part of the teacher socialization 
process that takes place in the school. Experiences 
of success and failure from past efforts, whether 
undertaken by the teacher himself or by others in 
the school, will have some effect on the teacher's 
attitudes towards innovation. The principal is 
equally vulnerable to the responses of teachers to 
change. Having been a successful teacher himself 
before he joined the administrative rank, he will 
have had some experience of meeting resistance to 
innovatory situations. 

A discussion of the research findings of Singapore 
primary teachers will be presented in four sections. 
The first looks at the attitudes and experiences of 
the sixteen FPCE graduates. The second touches 
on the types of innovative practice observed by 
teachers in some schools. The third examines the 
obstacles and forces that work against change. In 
the last section, some elements of the teacher cul- 
ture in Singapore primary schools will be presented. 

In-service Teachers' Attitudes and 
Experiences with Imovations 

Like most teachers, the sixteen FPCE graduates 
were critical and selective about which new ideas 
to adopt for their schools and classrooms. All had 
gone for the in-service programme hoping to learn 
the latest ideas and techniques in subject teaching 
and other specialized areas of work. All were 
highly motivated and wanted to try out some inno- 
vations in their schools but they had first to be 
convinced that these were practical, beneficial for 
the pupils and teachers, and if possible, "fail-proof". 
As most of them held positions as subject co-ordina- 
tors, they were particularly interested in collecting 
and bringing back useful materials and knowledge 
in their own subject areas. Throughout the pro- 
gramme, many had been assiduously building up 
useful resources and reference materials for their 
own use as well as for their school staff. 

All were willing to share their newly acquired 
knowledge with other teachers either formally or 
informally as long as they saw some tangible results 
in innovative efforts. However, they were also 
aware of the social and economic constraints of 
their schools. Some innovations were perceived to 
be more easily promoted than others. For example, 
the building up of audio-visual software was 
deemed feasible given the AVA hardware made 

available to schools by the Ministry of Education. 
Other projects, like the implementation of item 
analysis to improve the quality of examination 
questions, required more effort and time on their 
part. If they were to initiate it, they had to provide 
expert knowledge and demonstrate to their col- 
leagues how the whole exercise could be carried 
out. Competence and acceptance were essential if 
they were to run school-based workshops to train 
other teachers in such new skills and techniques. 

The sixteen teachers were also very sensitive to 
the tone of their schools. All saw the necessity of 
working through the existing formal and informal 
structures of their school, such as subject commit- 
tees, the school authority structure and social 
networks among colleagues. They had to get the 
approval and support of the school administration 
before attempting more ambitious innovations that 
involved additional funds and time. Adopting an 
innovation was seen as entailing a lot of ground- 
work and this often required a gentle persuasive 
approach towards the teachers they were trying to 
influence. Once their principals had given them 
the permission to proceed with an innovative pro- 
ject, they had to function within the framework 
of existing staff relationships and work out the 
arrangements for selling the innovative idea. The 
postures taken towards implementing new ideas 
varied among the teachers, depending on their posi- 
tion in the school hierarchy, the leadership style of 
their principals, the staff morale, and the attitudes 
of the principals towards innovations. These fac- 
tors are elaborated on below. 

The Vice-Pn'ncipal and Senior Assistant 

Three of the teachers enjoyed the distinct advan- 
tage of being school administrators. One was a 
longstanding senior assistant in his school and 
another was vice-principal. The third teacher was 
appointed vice-principal shortly after she com- 
pleted the FPCE programme. Their greater accessi- 
bility to the principal and teachers, and the 
responsibility they had of allocating teaching duties 
and resources in the school contributed in no small 
measure to their success in implementing changes 
and innovations. They were able to organize staff 
development workshops or disseminate new ideas 
to colleagues during subject meetings convened by 
them. All three had good working relationships 
with their principals and the more influential tea- 
chers which further enhanced their effectiveness as 
agents of change in the school. At the same time, 
they worked at maintaining a harmonious relation- 
ship with their colleagues. Innovations were not 
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forced on the latter but gradually introduced with 
the former taking an active part in demonstrating 
how the new methods could be adopted and modi- 
fied where necessary. 

The Subject Co-ordinators 

Thirteen of the teachers who had been appointed 
subject co-ordinators long before they joined the 
FPCE programme continued to take charge of 
their subject areas on their return. As co-ordinators, 
they were anxious to experiment with some new 
ideas and materials collected for their department. 
But they found that they did not have any real posi- 
tional authority in the school structure, being only 
subject co-ordinators in the primary school. Some 
found themselves unable to get the co-operation of 
their colleagues. Their attempts to propose innova- 
tions were resented by teachers who felt that their 
longer teaching experience and way of teaching 
should not be questioned since they had produced 
good examination results for the school. Thus 
these subject co-ordinators complained that they 
Jacked the authority enjoyed by the principal or 
vice-principal, and so could only make suggestions 
to other subject teachers about innovations. They 
depended greatly upon the goodwill of their col- 
leagues to get work done as a team. 

Staff Morale 

In schools where the staff morale was relatively 
low because of teachers' dissatisfaction with work 
distribution, lack of recognition and reward for 
effort expended, or staff squabblings, the subject 
co-ordinators were least able to implement innova- 
tive ideas beyond their classrooms. A co-ordinator 
who tried to overcome staff reluctance in imple- 
menting a new project could not guard against 
teachers exercising pocket veto. Teachers in his 
subject department would sometimes conveniently 
forget to prepare for his subject meetings, or hand 
in their share of work late in spite of reminders. In 
such instances, the overall school climate worked 
against change. Consequently, the teacher would 
have to keep a low profile when trying out a new 
idea and hope to influence only his close friends in 
the school. 

The Principal 

took the initiative to launch innovations and plan 
strategically for their implementation, teachers were 
also motivated to experiment with the new ideas. 
However, the principal had had to demonstrate 
that such innovations were beneficial and practic- 
able. The failure of a principal to supervise and 
monitor the experimental projects resulted in his 
losing his credibility and teachers soon lost interest 
in them. This was the experience of four of the 
FPCE graduates whose colleagues were skeptical 
of further ambitious innovation proposals coming 
from the school administration or other sources. 
Four principals were by all accounts innovative 
and receptive to good ideas of improving the 
school programme. They encouraged teachers to 
contribute ideas at meetings and provided the 
model of being innovative and effective in their 
teaching methods. In one school, the principal had 
for several years developed an in-house staff devel- 
opment programme based on a needs assessment of 
her teaching staff. Six Saturday mornings were set 
aside at the beginning of the school calendar for 
school-based workshops conducted by the teachers 
who had received professional training in subject 
areas or by personnel from the Institute of Educa- 
tion. Subject co-ordinators in this school were 
expected to contribute to the planning of such 
workshops and to develop projects to increase the 
effectiveness of teaching and learning. The princi- 
pal's leadership combined with a team of dedicated 
senior teachers proved to be positive factors in 
promoting innovative ideas. 

Length of Service in the School 

Six FPCE graduates had after the course, gone 
back to teach in relatively new schools. Of these 
six, four had been transferred shortly before or 
after the in-service programme from their previous 
schools. They then worked in schools that had 
started functioning only during the previous four 
years. The school environment and the priority 
given by the school administration to developing a 
new school programme were conducive to change. 
All six teachers enjoyed considerable freedom in 
bringing about innovations. Coupled with sup- 
portive principals who wanted to see initiative and 
- - - 

new ideas put into action, these teachers had some 
measure of success in influencing other teachers in 

The role of the school principal in encouraging certain areas of classroom work. Again, for them, 
innovations is crucial but not the sole determining competence and selfconfidence in their work were 
factor in fostering positive attitudes towards innova- essential before they could work on the new ideas 
tions among his teachers. In cases where principals with colleagues. 
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Innovative Efforts in Primary Schools make it much harder for the minority of teachers 

There has been no published empirical study of the who wanted to share new ideas with others as they 
would lack the necessary support and encourage- 

amount of educational innovations in Singapore 
ment from other staff. 

classrooms and schools. Innovative efforts pursued 
by teachers are evident in some schools just as 
there are attempts by some principals to experi- 
ment with new ideas like school-based projects. 
Based on the data collected from 66 primary school 
teachers on voluntary innovations observed in 
their schools, it appears that they are confined to 
only a few safe areas. The most often mentioned 
was the greater use of audio-visual materials such as 
film strips and slides for subject teaching, and teach- 
ing aids bought or  constructed by resourceful 
science teachers. 

A handful of teacher respondents also quoted 
examples of the use of reading worksheets for 
English language lessons and counting strips for 
Mathematics. Two teachers observed a more exten- 
sive use of the additional illustrative teaching aids 
provided in new curriculum packages like the 
Primary English Programme, the use of which was 
optional. One respondent felt that some teachers 
were being innovative when they conducted read- 
ing lessons for the lower primary classes employing 
group-work, taped stories and headphones. In two 
primary schools, the science teachers were experi- 
menting with observational learning and had 
organized an electricity and science fair. 

Who were these innovative teachers? Two catego- 
ries of teachers were typecast as being more creative 
in the school. One was the younger teachers 
("those below the age of fortyH), and the other, 
teachers who had returned from in-service training 
in Science, AVA, Physical Education, Language 
and Mathematics. Adjectives appended to such 
teachers included: "conscientious", "full-fledged" 
and "dedicated". 

Teachers who did not want to be involved in 
innovative work were classified into two groups: 
the "older teachers", that is, those over forty 
years of age, who were described as being extre- 
mely critical of new methods and the "discon- 
tented staff'. The latter were teachers who had 
suffered from an unfair distribution of work load. 
Some were discontented because they had been 
allocated difficult classes or  because they had a 
poor working relationship with their principals. 
These teachers were least likely to participate in 
imposed or  voluntary innovation. 

O n  the whole, teachers in the study said they 
saw very little evidence of ongoing innovation in 
the classroom. They felt that this situation would 

Obstacles to Innovation in Primary 
Schools 

Many obstacles prevent voluntary change from 
taking place in the school. They exist at both the 
socio-technical level as well as7 the psychological 
level. Only the major obstacles will be discussed 
below. 

Role Overload This is a very real and constant 
source of impediment to innovative efforts. The 
primary school teachers sampled had an average 
of 29 teaching periods, each of 35 minutes dura- 
tion, per week. They taught three or more subjects 
at different primary levels. Those who had respon- 
sibilities with the Primary One, Three and Six 
classes were under additional pressure to prepare 
their pupils for important assessments or  examina- 
tions with the implementation of streaming in the 
primary school. The teachers also sat on two or  
more.subject committees and took charge of an 
extra-curricular activity, usually held on Saturday 
mornings. If staff workshops were organized for 
the staff on Saturdays, all extra-curricular activities 
or  remedial lessons scheduled for those mornings 
had to be cancelled, otherwise the teachers would 
not have the time to meet. 

Some of the teachers in the study expressed that 
the Singapore teacher's work load had increased 
over the years, based on their own teaching experi- 
ence. This was exacerbated by the introduction of 
new curriculum materials and teaching methods. 
Marking of students' work had also increased as a 
result of the practice of continuous assessment. 
Hence teachers in school often complained that 
their teaching and other duties took up much of 
their working time. Any suggestion of innovative 
projects was frowned upon as being "time-con- 
suming" and entailing a lot of unnecessary work. 

Importance of Examinations Many teachers were 
not convinced about the efficacy of new techniques 
and methods of teaching. They preferred their 
own tried and proven methods that had secured 
their classes commendable performances in school 
and national examinations like the Primary School 
Leaving Examination. In an examination-oriented 
school where the principal expected teachers to 
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maintain good annual examination results, senior 
teachers were even more resistant to new ideas of 
teaching. They formed a school-wide machinery 
which was mobilized each year to  produce good 

I examination results. If some primary schools had 
B been maintaining 95% to 100% passes in national 

examinations, why should teachers experiment 
I with new methods of doing things? 
I 

Problem of Measurement Another obstacle to 
change was the difficulty of measuring the benefits 
of an innovative practice. The anticipated costs of 
innovation often seemed to outweigh its promised 
benefits since much of the latter was intangible. 
Unless teachers were confident that their extra 
efforts and time were not wasted, they would conti- 
nue to stay with conventional teaching methods. 

Rewards and Incentives An explanation often 
given by respondents for the lack of interest in 
innovation among older colleagues was the absence 
of incentives or rewards. Teachers were often not 
given the recognition for trying out new methods, 
especially if such experimentation failed to pro- 
duce the desired results. Instead, they could well be 
blamed for not succeeding in their innovations. 
Related to this is the apparent absence of an experi- 
mental ethic in the school. Risk-taking behaviour is 
not encouraged in an organizational environment 
where failure in a project is not seen as instructive 
for future strategies of adopting innovations. 
Instead, failure can lead to loss of credibility 
among colleagues and the school administration. 

A Deluge of Changes Many teachers felt that 
their schools had seen too many changes at both 
the systemic and organizational levels. Some of the 
changes involved large-scale physical movements, 
such as the resiting of a school to another geograph- 
ical location, or the amalgamation of two or more 
primary schools. Of the 65 schools covered in this 
study, eight had been affected by relocation and 
another ten by amalgamation in the last seven 
years. Six schools that began earlier as Chinese- 
medium schools had been affected by the bilingual 
policy of the educational system. Additional 
changes enforced at the school level by colleagues 
wanting to introduce innovations were not eagerly 
received. Any change that was initiated by teachers 
could be refused unlike those imposed by the 
school authority. Even with the latter, some tea- 
chers seemed only to be mechanically implement- 
ing changes and unaware of the rationale behind 
them or the administrative details of the changes. 

Some Observations of the Primary School 
Teacher Culture 

An analysis of data obtained through the in-depth 
interviews and the open-ended questionnaires 
reveals a cluster of beliefs held by teachers about. 
their work and the school. These beliefs can be 
said to approximate the collectively held truism 
of a teacher culture. They arise from the experi- 
ences teachers have of working in a particular kind 
of work organization. More research into this 
aspect of the sociology of teaching and the school 
in Singapore is required and should be undertaken 
as we know so little about the work context of 
primary and secondary teachers. Five elements of 
the teacher culture in the primary school will be 
briefly discussed in this section. 

(a) The first element of the teachers' belief 
system has to do with the school principal. He or 
she is believed by teachers to be the central figure 
in determining the way the school operates, the 
work ethic that develops among staff, the morale 
of staff, and attitudes towards innovation. In spite 
of the fact that the school consists of many more 
professional staff compared to administrative staff, 
teachers believe that the school principal is the 
one who sets the tone of the school. Teachers take 
their cues from the principal. A dynamic, assertive 
and innovative principal is almost always likely 
to foster an atmosphere conducive for innova- 
tions by teachers. If there is a lack of initiative in 
teachers, the principal is most likely to be conserva- 
tive, cautious about trying out new ideas or openly 
opposed to change in the school. 

(b) Teachers see themselves as having very 
limited power and authority when it comes to 
making decisions about school-wide matters. 
Authority is vested largely in the principal, the 
vice-principal and the senior assistants, that is, the 
officially recognized positions in the school hier- 
archy. Consequently, most teachers are willing to 
receive directives and orders only from the top 
and not from other teachers. Subject co-ordinators 
do not have the same authority as the adminis- 
trators and their professional work has been 
hampered as a result. Many of them find their 
co-ordination work fraught with problems espe- 
cially when they are teamed up with more senior 
and experienced teachers. This situation has 
implications for subject co-ordinators who seek to 
influence their colleagues with new educational 
ideas as discussed earlier in the paper. 

(C) The third belief held by teachers is 
about their professional autonomy when it comes 
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to classroom and instructional matters. Experi- 
enced teachers jealously guard their territory 
against invasion by others and will not tolerate 
interference unless they themselves ask for a 
second opinion about their work. New ideas and 
knowledge cannot be imposed on them. Ideas 
have to be tactfully 'sold' to them. Principals, vice- 
principals and senior assistants are not exempted 
from this unwritten rule that the teacher has the 
professional autonomy regarding his own teach- 
ing. The longer a teacher has taught, the more 
tenaciously will he cling to his right of making 
decisions in instructional matters. 

(d) Teachers in general seem to believe that 
what matters most in their work is that they pro- 
duce good examination results for the school. 
Many teachers feel the pressure of examinations 
throughout the school year and work hard at 
maintaining or attaining better results. Teachers 
who suggest innovations are only taken seriously 
if they can demonstrate almost overnight the effi- 
cacy of the new methods or approaches. Tried 
methods of teaching are employed by teachers 
unless they are required to adopt new materials 
and methods by the educational authority. 

(e) Lastly, primary school teachers see 
themselves as being swamped by changes in the 
educational system in Singapore. Changes at the 
systemic level and the school level have been 
experienced throughout their teaching careers. 
They implement the changes but often feel alien- 
ated from the process of implementing the 
changes in educational policies. This can be one 
reason why primary school teachers are so 
guarded about their classroom autonomy as they 
see it as the only sphere of independence they 
have in the school. 

Conclusion 

Group membership in an organization like the 
school is bound to influence the teacher's atti- 
tudes and beliefs in the nature of the organization 
and work. A normative structure exists and it 
shapes the teacher's perception of what can be 
done and what cannot be done. It also provides 
the teacher with a guide to what should not be 
attempted. Those who have worked in the school 
environment for a long time have acquired cer- 
tain attitudes held by others towards educational 
change and innovations. While the in-service 
teachers involved in this study are not representa- 
tive of the average teacher in the school, having 
been hand-picked by their school heads for career 

development and leadership training, their experi- 
ences back at school are instructive on the condi- 
tions for change and innovation in the primary 
schools in Singapore. They have spent a period 
away from the school and despite their enthu- 
siasm in the implementation of some useful ideas 
~ i c k e d  up during the in-service programme they 
are wary of rushing headlong into innovatory 
efforts. Their sensitivity to the feelings and appre- 
hension of other teachers attests to the existence 
of a powerful teacher culture in the school. 

Teacher educators should not be dismayed that 
efforts at updating and re-skilling practising 
teachers do not always have an impact on the 
school. Practising teachers will have to contend 
with conflicting pressures, far from favourable 
work conditions, structural constraints and an 
unclear technology (for who can be sure which 
teaching method or teaching style is most appro- 
priate to different types of learners and learning 
situations?). Innovations in educational practice 
often take a backseat when teachers have to grapple 
with the immediacy of classroom demands and 
administrative constraints. Dreeben makes this 
point well when he wrote that "the school as a 
workplace and the classroom as a worksite pose 
problems for the conduct of teachers, problematic 
situations for which they must devise strategies, 
more or less effective, for meeting organizational 
demands . . . carrying out an instructional pro- 
gramme, and coping with the regularities and 
irregularities of classroom events." (Dreeben, 1973, 
p. 462) 

A favourable attitude towards innovation is by 
itself not enough in ensuring that new ideas or  
methods of teaching will be practised in the school 
context. A host of other factors must come into 
play, not the least of which is the position taken 
by the school principal with regard to innovations, 
and the climate of the school. The recent reconcep- 
tualization by the Ministry of Education of the role 
of the head of the subject department will go some 
way in ameliorating the difficulties faced by subject 
co-ordinators in the primary schools in Singapore. 
The principal will have to provide the leadership 
in facilitating change and innovations at the level 
of the classroom and the school. The prevailing 
teacher culture relegates to the teacher a secondary 
role as an agent of change. Teachers will continue 
to take orders from their principals and vice- 
principals. B 
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