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INDUCTION ISSUES FOR PHYSICAL EDUCATORS IN SINGAPORE 

Steven C. Wright 
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore 

Introduction 

Induction into the teaching profession has been afforded a great deal of attention by researchers over 
the past two decades. "Induction has been described as being analogous to trial by fire. a period of 
fixedness, the joy and pain of birth. and the professional bridge" (Andrews. 1987. p. 45). It has been 
referred to broadly as the first three years of a teachers career (Paese. 1990). and specifically as "a 
profession's formal admission and initiation process" (Lawson, 1991, p. 20). For the purpose of this 
study induction will refer to a teacher's first year of teaching full-time. 

The theoretical construct of induction is typically found within the broader scope of socialization 
research. With regard to induction of physical educators. Lawson ( 1986) refers to organizational 
socialization. which includes the impact of the workplace conditions on new teachers. According to 
him this socialization is a "process by which physical educationists learn the knowledge. values. and 
skills required by the work organization" (p. 108). Further, he believes that this socialization is 
impacted by what he calls "bureaucratic socialization". In part, because of the bureaucracy that exists 
in school settings. new teachers inevitably adopt a custodial rather than a humanistic approach to their 
work which is at odds with what they have been taught in their physical education teacher education 
programs (Lawson, 1986). 

So what is happening to beginning teachers as they are inducted into the profession·) 

Common problems and shared difficulties of first-year teachers arc well
chronicled. Classroom management, lack of control or discipline problems, 
frustration. anxiety, isolation, a sense of being overwhelmed by job 
responsibilities, and feeling unprepared to do the job are all frequent 
dilemmas cited by first year teachers (Solomon. Worthy, & Carter, 1993. p. 
313). 

Studies specifically related to the plight of beginning physical education teachers also show a real 
struggle for legitimacy of the subject as the content of physical education is often marginalized 
(Napper-Owen & Phillips, 1995; O'Sullivan. 1989; Schempp & Graber, 1992; Smyth. 1992; Solomon. 
Worthy, & Carter. 1993; Stroot. Faucette, & Schwager, 1993 ). Within the culture of schools, it is 
generally accepted that certain subjects are afforded a higher status than others. 

In the pecking order of subjects, there is powerful evidence that PE gets 
located at the bottom in British and North American schools, retlecting the 
prevailing mental-manual dichotomy in these societies, whereby intellectual 
labor is seen as superior to manual labor (Sparkes. Schempp. & Templin. 
1993. p. 387). 

In their case study inquiries into beginning physical education teachers' experiences in the schools. 
Stroot, Faucette and Schwager ( 1993) found results similar to that of other research in the areas of role 
conflict, isolation. reality shock and the wash-out effect. Role contlict occurs when the teacher 
discovers that their job description includes much more than instruction. Other responsibilities 
included coaching. department chairman, as well as being expected to do non-teaching related tasks. 
Isolation refers to teachers feeling alone either physically, socially or professionally. Teachers in the 
aforementioned study felt their greatest isolation was professional as none of their colleagues or 
administrators seemed to share their concerns about teaching physical education effectively. Reality 
shock occurs when beginning teachers realize that what they learned in their teacher education 
program is different to the reality of the job (Lawson, 1989). What is a beginning teacher to do·l Teach 
using methods they were encouraged during their pre sen icc training, or in ways that they observe their 
more senior colleagues demonstrating in the field'l If they conform to the latter then this contributes to 
what is known as the wash-out effect which dilutes the effectiveness of the teacher education course 
they have just completed. 
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With so many potential problems waiting for teacher inductees, are there programs in place to help 
facilitate a smoother transition from the status of a student to that of a teacher') The concept of 
induction in education is a fairly recent one. The province of Quebec, Canada started an induction 
(probation) program in 1969, which "has been through more downs than ups" (Hupe, Pare, & Loiselle, 
1990 ). Hall and Hord ( 19RO) have been given credit for introducing the term induction to describe 
beginning teaching (Lawson, 1991 ). The plea for so-called induction programs that are designed to 
help first year teachers assimilate into the workplace, specifically through the use of experienced 
mentor teachers, received further momentum from recommendations by the well respected Carnegie 
Task Force on Teaching as a Profession ( 1986) and the Holmes Group ( 19R6). According to Neuwiler 
( 19R7), e\ ery state across the United States has now established induction programmes to help ease 
entry of beginning teachers into the workplace. 

To date, a great deal of research regarding teachers' induction into the school setting has been 
generated. Conspicuous by its absence, however, is research in this area from an Asian perspective, 
and specifically, none from Singapore. The purpose of this study then, was to generate some data on 
issues that involve physical education teachers in their first year of teaching in the government schools 
of Singapore. 

Methodology 

Subjects 

For this study, 70 former students from the School of Physical Education completed a questionnaire at 
the end of their first year of teaching. Exactly halL or 35 of the respondents completed their first year 
of teaching in May 1996 and the other 35 finished in May 1997. The instrument consisted of an 
information section whereby the students were asked to give their gender and programme they were 
enrolled in. Unfortunately, even though explicit directions were given in a cover letter to fill out the 
demographic information, 16 of the completed questionnaires provided no information. 

Instrumentation 

The instrument used in this study was the open-ended questionnaire. When questionnaires are used the 
open form is more appropriate than the closed form if the objective is to obtain information of a 
qualitative nature (Borg & GaiL 1989). The questionnaire consisted of 13 narrative-type, open-ended 
questions. Each item pertained to issues that surrounded their first full year of teaching in either 
primary, secondary or junior college (pre-university). The questionnaire was anonymous. 

Participants were gi' en an addressed, stamped em·elope and asked to mail the completed form back. A 
total of 135 questionnaires were mailed out and 70 were returned, for a return rate of 52c1c. 

In addition to the survey technique, 20 participants were randomly selected and invited to partake in a 
semistructured interview. The in ten iew technique is often used to augment other forms of data 
collection (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992 ), while the semistructured type allows for "comparative data across 
subjects" (p. 97). This docs, however, allow the interviewee to paint a broader picture of a given topic 
than a questionnaire permits. Of the 20 participants who were invited to be interviewed, I 0 
volunteered. Of those, sewn were female and three were male. They represented four primary and five 
secondary schools, with the tenth teaching at a junior college (pre-university). 

Results 

Teaching Load 

The typical first year physical education teacher in Singapore, whether it was at the primary or 
secondary leveL taught 18 periods ( 35 minutes in length) of physical education and 14 periods of a 
second subject. The most-prevalent second subjects were English Language and Maths. However, 249c 
of the participants had to teach physical education and two other subjects. Those teachers averaged 14 
periods of physical education, I 0 periods of a second subject and eight periods of a third subject. A 
further 4l7c of the teachers were asked to teach four subjects. 
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The teaching of a second subject is expected in Singapore, and something that teachers are trained for. 
When asked to comment on their feelings towards teaching subjects other than physical education, 
549c responded positively, 379c negatively, and 9'k expressed mixed feelings. Those who enjoyed it 
commented that they liked the variety. Negative respondents claimed that it made life more difficult for 
them. Many felt that they wanted to concentrate on teaching physical education and coaching 
extracurricular activities (ECA's). Four of the respondents mentioned that they were given a second 
subject that they were not trained for and, therefore. felt it was unfair. The majority of participants who 
were asked to teach three or four subjects commented that it was an added burden to teach the third 
and/or fourth subject because they were not trained to teach it. Typically, that subject was Civics and 
Moral Education. 

There were, interestingly enough, four teachers who mentioned that they preferred teaching their 
second subject to teaching physical education. 

In this sample of 70, there were six teachers who taught junior college (pre-university, usually 17-18 
year olds). At this level physical education teachers specialise and do not teach a second subject. All 
but one of them were very happy teaching only physical education. 

Extracurricular Activities 

When looking at the total response, participants were involved in 22 different types of activities either 
before or after school. Of these activities, 14 were competitive sports. The majority of teachers ( 63'/c) 
were involved in two ECA's throughout the course of the school year. A further 28% were only 
involved in one ECA and the remaining 9'lc were involved in three ECA's. The average ECA took up 
three hours and 45 minutes per week, but that did not include tournament competition time. The 
activity with the most prevalent involvement (50'/c of the participants) was the Trim and Fit Club. 
Every school in Singapore has this club for students who are determined to be obese or underweight by 
a simple height and weight chart. If a student falls above 120% or below 80'/c of the ideal weight 
standard then they are imited to join this club. Next in line was track and field with 40'k involvement. 
followed by netball ( 14'!c ), and then soccer, volleyball and uniform groups all tied with 9'7c. ' 

The participants were asked to comment about their involvement in ECA's. Those who expressed only 
positive feelings about their activities totaled 44'K. A typical response came from a male teacher who 
wrote: "I find it enjoyable as I was a runner before and seeing my athletes achieving success at 
National Schools Competitions give~ me satisfaction and justifies the effort I put in" (#56). A further 
32'lc gave a mixed response regarding their ECA involvement. Most negative comments alluded to. 
time constraints that the participants experienced as most of them were expected to teach physical 
education, at least one other subject, be a form teacher. as well as be involved in ECA activities. As 
one female commented: "Netball coaching is enjoyable but it's also added pressure, especially when 
competitions coincide with tests and marking of papers for eight classes of geography. I also have to 
prepare and teach PE classes. I find I cannot really teach and coach well at the same time" (#50). There 
were also 24'K who expressed strictly negative views. Of this group, a third of them were assigned to 
uniform groups - specifically the National Cadet Corps. and they were unanimously against it. As one 
female participant wrote: "I feel that I am not being utilised to my best potential. I should be coaching 
a sports team" (#24). 

Marginality 

As alluded to earlier, multiple studies have shown that physical education resides toward the bottom of 
the pecking order of subjects in schools. Data collected for this study support these earlier findings. 
Analysis of the interview data shows that marginalization issues surfaced with 70'7c of the interviewees 
even though there were no specific questions on the topic. or those participants who felt that physical 
education was being marginalized in their schools, 57o/c of them felt that physical education was 
afforded little or no importance in the overall school curriculum. As one of the female teachers stated: 
"Not many teachers recognise PE. They just think it is a play session for all the kids." She went on to 
say that, "Frankly, I mean PE is not recognised in schools, most of the schools take PE as just a play 
session, and I just hate that part of it" (I. #5 ). 

A further 57'7c of respondents who had concerns about the way physical education was treated in their 
school mentioned that many of the PE teachers were not trained in physical education. As one male 
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primary teacher put it when asked what the emphasis in physical education was at his school: "They 
don't emphasize anything. Teachers do not know what to do, neither are teachers trained [in physical 
education] ... Most of them don't even get dressed for PE lessons" (1, #2). 

The other complaint that a majority of the concerned participants mentioned was the lack of facility 
space and the priority of that space. One female secondary teacher spoke of her frustration when she 
was bumped from the sports hall as another teacher wanted it for a speech day rehearsal. 

I equate PE as an important subject like many other subjects in the school 
curriculum. So how would you like it if halfway through your Geography 
class, someone steps into the room and says he wants to use this room and 
that you had to get out and teach your class somewhere else? ... I don't like 
the way they treat PE [in my school] (1, #4). 

Other teachers spoke of an overall lack of space and their schools' perceived indifference to the 
problem. A female secondary teacher commented that: "They don't place much emphasis on PE. In 
fact, in my school, there is not much facility space for you to do anything. The space is really a 
constraint and they are taking away facilities." When asked to expand on her answer she stated: "They 
want to build more classrooms. The school is going single session, so they are taking away the outdoor 
basketball court. volleyball court. everything'" Later she added: "Our field is also shared with the 
primary school. So we sometimes have three primary school classes and three secondary school classes 
having PEon the field at once. So it is really difficult" (1, #3 ). 

Isolation 

Feelings of isolation were not uncommon for participants of this study. Of the interviewees. 70'7c 
spoke of feeling isolated when they tried to teach "proper" physical education lessons. All but one of 
these respondents mentioned that many colleagues who taught with them were not properly trained in 
physical education. One male primary teacher commented that: "Two teachers are PE trained .•.. the 
others are just general teachers. They are not confident and they are not sure what to teach the pupils. 
Especially when it comes to ball games and dance" (!, #9). A female secondary teacher gave this 
perspective: 

That is the reason why I am so frustrated and stressed as I am the only PE
trained teacher in my school in the afternoon session. It is difficult to watch 
non PE-trained teachers taking PE classes. The things they do with the kids . 
. . There is no proper warm-up. They use physical activity for punishment. 
like push-ups for disobedience. The kids are not getting the right message 
(1, #4). 

Role Conflict 

Of all the written comments from the questionnaire and the thoughts shared throughout the interviews 
it became clear that this issue was foremost in the participants' minds. The typical physical education 
teacher taught PE and at least one other subject. was involved in at least two ECA activities, and was a 
form teacher. Many were also asked to take on administrative roles such as organisers of sports days or 
outdoor adventure camps. As one male interviewee stated after being asked what it was like being a 
first year teacher: "It's a great change compared to teaching practice [where I we just concentrated on 
teaching ... Now we have a lot of roles to play: administrator, mediator. counselor. all sorts of things" 
(1, #9). 

By far, the part of the job the respondents in this study disliked the most was non-teaching-related 
administration work. In the questionnaire, participants were asked what part of their teaching job they 
disliked the most. As they were free to give more than one answer. there were a total of I 00 responses 
to the question. The clear winner with a 42% response was non-teaching administrative duties. To give 
a perspective to that response, the next-most-popular comment was disciplining students at 15'7c. 
followed by 7% mentioning uncooperative colleagues. Disdain for this part of the job was also 
mentioned by 80'7c of the interviewees. Topping the frustration list was being assigned form teacher 
duties which included: taking daily attendance. issuing and collecting survey forms. collecting money 
(for various things such as school fees, donation cards. class fund. and one-off presents for special 
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occasions). getting students to join up for activities (such as the swimming carnival), overseeing the 
general discipline and academic welfare of the students (such as calling parents and meeting with them. 
if necessary). 

Overall. there seemed to be a collective sense of first year teachers being overwhelmed by the various 
tasks they were asked to do. A female secondary teacher said what many others stated in their own 
way: 

I might have to cut down on my energy spent at school because it is really 
very draining. You totally have no life ... no social life. It is like you arc 
married to the school. It is so sad ... A teacher is like an all-rounder: like a 
counselor. clerk. secretary. typist. nanny. a lot of other things. Yeah, they 
expect you to do everything (I. #I). 

Reality Shock 

The data collected for this study showed that the majority of the participants (60ck of interviewees) did 
suffer from a degree of reality shock. Teaching physical education in the schools was different to what 
they thought it would be for two reasons. The main reason was that many schools' focus was 
predominantly on fitness -to the detriment of the rest of the curriculum. "I guess on paper, the scheme 
of work looks very nice. but in actual fact it is mostly physical conditioning so that we can improve on 
our NAPFA [national standardized fitness test] results" 0. #10). The same female teacher showed her 
frustration at having to teach fitness and conditioning continually: her concern for her students was 
revealed when she further stated: " [I] don't get satisfaction from it. .. After class you go back. then 
you think, what have they learned today? They are doing the same thing every day. They are very. very 
sick of it. I understand that but I guess I have no choice." 

The second reason for reality shock was that the participants' training at the School of Physical 
Education was perceived by them to be done under close-to-ideal conditions. with small groups of very 
motivated students. ample equipment. space and time. The conditions they found in the scho~ls were 
very different. Time and again, participants mentioned that they didn't understand why students weren't 
more motivated to be active and learn in their physical education classes. Class sizes were often 40 
students while 35 minute periods were often reduced to 25 minutes or less when travel to and from 
class was accounted for, and, as mentioned earlier. facility space was often very limited. 

Wash-Out Effect 

As alluded to earlier. previous research has shown that reality shock often leads to a wash-out effect 
whereby beginning teachers conform more to the needs of the school environment. and therefore. the 
effect of their physical education teacher education is diminished. This effect was evident in this study 
as well. Half of the interviewees mentioned that they have had to compromise their ideals and goals 
because of the reality of their situation. A female secondary teacher summed it up this way: 

Induction 

It is quite sad to say that I was quite disillusioned with teaching PE by the 
end of the year. Maybe it is the struggles I am facing and that there is not 
much support given to me. I left SPE really spirited and wanting to change. 
but it happened otherwise. When we came together at the end of the year to 
evaluate our successes with the targets we set in the beginning of the year. 
sad to say. I didn't achie,·e much in PE in terms of the skills and the content 
taught (1. #4). 

One of the questions asked in the questionnaire was whether the school each participant taught in had a 
formal system in-place to help beginning teachers assimilate into the school environment. The majority 
of respondents ( 67'7c) said that there was no such system. Of the 23'/c who said there was something in 
place, nine mentioned that they were assigned to a mentor. although four of them suggested that the 
mentor was too busy to help. A further eight wrote that the induction was merely a quick orientation 
meeting. The last six who stated that there was a form of induction claimed that it was in the form of a 
handbook or a school committee. Overwhelmingly. the inductees felt that a formal system of induction 

208 



AIESEP Proceedings 1997 

would be very helpful to beginning teachers. Sadly. only fi\e ol the 70 participants in this study felt 
that an induction system worked well for them. All five had senior mentor teachers who provided them 
with information and support. One male inductee who was not afforded the benefit of a mentor put it 
this way when asked what it was like being a first year teacher: "I guess it was helL because I was just 
left alone. Nobody guided me. there was no mentor" 0. #2). 

Summary 

The results of this study have been duplicated in many ways by results from similar studies done on 
first year teachers for which key. common. qualitati\·e issues have been deemed paramount. For 
instance. marginality of physical education is a fact of life in Singapore schools according to 
respondents of this study: it is not seen as very important when compared to academic subjects. Role 
cont1ict was a serious issue with the participants of this study. Teaching at least two different subjects. 
several ECA activities. being a form teacher. and often being ask to help organise sports days. 
swimming carnivals. camping trips, etc. was a typical expectation. Of all of their tasks. the non
teaching administrative tasks. particularly associated with the role of a form teacher. were most 
frustrating. 

As similar to O'Sulli\ an's ( 1989) findings. many participants of this study felt isolated as there were 
few trained physical education specialists in their schools. Those that did teach physical education did 
not seem to be \ ery interested in their students' learning. Reality shock was most prevalent in the 
schools' very heavy emphasis on fitness test scores. to the detriment of the rest of the physical 
education curriculum. Subsequently. a wash-out effect was seen in this study whereby inductees 
compromised some of their goals and ideals to better fit in with the reality of their school environment. 
Furthermore. precious few of the participants of this study benefitted from a formal system of 
induction that could have. potentially. helped them assimilate into the school culture in the initial stage 
of their career. 

Stroot. Schwager. and Faucette ( 1993) found that their first year subjects had also suffered, from role 
cont1ict. isolation. reality shock. and the wash-out effect. Physical education was also severely 
marginalized in the schools they studied. The authors suggested that a mentoring system could be of 
great benefit to beginning teachers who face the difficult task of adjusting to the complex role and 
expectations of being a teacher. They suggested that inductees can benefit from both the formal and 
informal processes of mentoring. which can prO\ ide the "emotional support and assistance for no\ ices 
who wish to improve teaching effectiveness" (p. 385 ). 

In the past two years that this study has been taking place. \ arious steps have been taken by the 
Ministry of Education to improve the working conditions for all teachers in Singapore. Of particular 
relevance to physical education. imprO\ements in wage compensation. both while teacher trainees arc 
enrolled at university. and when posted to schools has resulted in a larger intake of students attending 
the School of Physical Education. As a result. the graduate rate for Spring 1998. will be 151 Diploma 
and Degree graduates who will be posted out directly to schools. This rate is an average increase of 
over 50 graduates per year. compared to rates two and three years ago. If this trend continues. then 
more and more trained teachers will be employed in the schools which should result in less isolation 
felt by those already in the profession. The Ministry. through it's own feedback channels. appears to be 
aware of the heavy administrative. non-teaching responsibilities teachers are faced with and has 
promised to lighten their load through means such as greater use of technology and recruiting more 
manpower. At present. there is a curriculum re\ iew committee meeting looking at the physical 
education national curriculum which will hopefully address the issue of the int1atcd importance gi\cn 
to the NAPFA test scores in schools. Lastly. the Minister for Education- Rear Admiral Teo Chee Hean 
- in a speech in August 1997. stated that recruiting quality and large quantities of teachers is not 
enough. More effort. he said. should be placed on retaining those in the teacher service. One strategy 
he mentioned specifically to help meet this end was for the placement of a more formalized induction 
mentoring system in all schools in order to help novice teachers in their quest of easier assimilation 
into the teaching profession. 

There appears to be a silver lining in this study. Given the fact that beginning teachers face some of the 
problems stated earlier. many still plan to make teaching a long career. When asked how long they plan 
to teach in the Singapore schools. 33c1c stated that they planned to teach "for a long time". I 17c planned 
to teach a few years, further their studies and then continue to teach. Further. 287c were unsure at this 
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juncture while 28% planned to finish their bond (three years for Diploma holders and five years for 
Degree holders) and then change careers. This compares well with a study done by Carre (1980) who 
found that 62% of secondary physical education teachers left the profession within the first three years 
of teaching. 

One of those teachers who wants to further her studies and continue teaching wrote this: 

I enjoy the feeling of seeing happiness, hope in a kid's eye ... What I like 
about teaching is you never know what's coming next. Satisfaction is not 
what others give to you but what you allow yourself to have. It's great to see 
how they react when you say, 'Hey that's good, well done. Push a little 
more'. You never know when you stop affecting and influencing them (#2). 

It appears that if Singaporean physical education teachers can be freed up to focus their energies on 
their teaching, there would be greater satisfaction in their working conditions. When the participants of 
this study were asked what they liked best about their job, an overwhelming 87o/c gave an answer 
related to teaching and or interacting with students. Through the initiatives of the Ministry of 
Education and with the support of school administrators throughout Singapore, hopefully, more 
teaching and less non-teaching related administration work will become a reality. 
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