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DRAFT 
 

Improving Schools through Reflection for Teachers:  
Lessons from Singapore 

 
Charlene Tan 

 
 

Using Singapore as an illustrative case study, this paper discusses the attempts by the Singapore 
government to improve schools through reflection for teachers. The paper points out that the 
conception of reflection advocated by the state and practised in schools is explicit and systematic 
in nature, and focuses on specific and proximate matters within the academic and social efficiency 
traditions. Arguing that such a conception of reflection is inadequate in enabling and empowering 
teachers to become creators of new knowledge and practices, the paper proposes an expanded 
conception of reflection based on the ideas of McLaughlin, Zeichner and Liston. Given the 
international trend towards reflective practice in schools, the Singapore experience offers useful 
lessons on the promises and pitfalls of reflection for teachers. 

 
Keywords: reflection; teachers; Singapore 

 
 
Introduction 
Motivated by the need to prepare their citizens for a knowledge-based economy, many 
governments are striving to improve their schools by encouraging reflection among teachers. 
Consequently, reflection and related notions such as reflective teaching and reflective 
practice are terms often used by teachers, educators and researchers in many countries such 
as England and Wales, the United States, Singapore, and Norway (e.g. Elliot, 1991; Zeichner 
& Liston, 1996; Valli, 1997; McLaughlin, 1999; Tan, 2006; Ottesen, 2007). The international 
trend towards promoting teachers as reflective practitioners is a professed rejection of top-
down forms of educational reform that involves teachers only as technicians or passive 
participants (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). It is an endorsement of the view that teachers are 
professionals who must play an active role in formulating the purposes, ends and means of 
their work (Zeichner, 1993). In other words, the expertise of teachers resides in their ability to 
continuously question and interrogate the terms and conditions that govern their own 
transactions with students (Elliot, 2002).  

The popularity of reflection for teachers rests on the assumption that reflection is 
good for teachers and students, and that it contributes towards school effectiveness and 
improvement. But this overlooks the fact that ‘reflection’ - depending on what one means by 
that term – is not necessarily salutary and may do more harm than good to the school (e.g. 
Calderhead, 1989; Zeichner, 1993; Zeichner & Liston, 1987, 1996; McLaughlin, 1999). 
Using Singapore as an illustrative case study, this paper discusses the attempts by the 
Singapore government to improve schools through reflection for teachers. The paper points 
out that the conception of reflection advocated by the state and practised in schools is explicit  
and systematic in nature, and focuses on specific and proximate matters within the academic 
and social efficiency traditions. Arguing that such a conception of reflection is inadequate in 
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enabling and empowering teachers to become creators of new knowledge and practices, the 
paper proposes an expanded conception of reflection based on the ideas of McLaughlin 
(1999), and Zeichner and Liston (1996). Given the international trend towards reflective 
practice in schools, the Singapore experience offers useful lessons on the promises and 
pitfalls of reflection for teachers. 
 
Understanding Reflection 
 
In his paper “Beyond the reflective teacher”, McLaughlin (1999) proposes two continua 
along which conceptions of the notion of reflection are located. In the first continuum which 
refers to the nature of reflection, McLaughlin identifies one view of reflection which stresses 
on the explicit and the systematic, and that which emphasises the implicit and the intuitive. 
The type of reflection that is explicit and systematic involves ‘technical reason’ or what 
Schon called ‘technical rationality’. Under this notion, a teacher is seen as one who possesses 
the technical knowledge and skills who applies routinisable and pre-specifiable procedures 
and strategies. This form of reflection is also ‘rationalist’ as it focuses on applying scientific 
theory and external research to solve the problems faced by teachers in their practice. 
McLaughlin associates this to Aristotle’s notion of techne which is “an activity of making or 
production (poesis), aimed at a pre-specifiable and durable outcome (a product or state of 
affairs) which constitutes its purpose (telos)” (McLaughlin, 1999, p. 12).  

At the other end of the continuum is a type of reflection that is implicit and intuitive 
based on the ideas of Donald Schon (1987). Arguing that professional decisions require 
judgements which go beyond the technical, Schon points out that they involve ‘reflection in 
action’ which is tacit and intuitive. Given that the teaching process involves cases which are 
unique, uncertain and value-conflict, teachers need to set, frame, construct and solve 
problems based on their professional judgements. McLaughlin sees a parallel between 
Schon’s account of reflection and Aristotle’s praxis which “involves the engagement of 
persons in activity with others which is non-instrumental in that it is not intended to realise 
goods ‘external’ to the persons involved but rather excellences characteristic of a worthwhile 
form of life” (ibid., pp. 14-15). Praxis requires “a kind of knowledge that was more personal 
and experiential, more supple and less formulable than the knowledge conferred by techne” 
(Dunne, 1993, p. 10, cited in McLaughlin, 1999, p. 15). Aristotle describes the knowledge of 
praxis as phronesis (or practical wisdom) which is a major ordering agency in our lives. 

While the first continuum is concerned with the nature of reflection, the second 
continuum along which views of reflection can be located refers to the scope and objects of 
reflection. McLaughlin distinguishes between reflection that involves specific and proximate 
matters, and that which involves general and contextual. The former relates to the present and 
particular concerns of the teacher, especially within the classroom. McLaughlin (1999) 
explains that these include all the interactions and judgements in the classroom related to 
student achievement. By contrast, general and contextual reflections are concerned with 
matters relating to the educational enterprise viewed from a broader and less immediate 
perspective. These include “the overall aims and purposes of the educational enterprise, the 
nature of ‘ability’, the functions and effects of processes of teaching and schooling and the 
significance of wider influences on the educational system as a whole, which in turn involve 
questions of a philosophical, psychological, social and political kind” (ibid.).  

McLaughlin’s distinctions between the explicit and systematic versus the implicit and 
intuitive (in terms of the nature of reflection), and the specific and proximate versus the 
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general and contextual (in terms of the scope and objects of reflection), have been discussed 
by other writers too. Elliot (1993) contrasts two main types of reflection: reflection that 
focuses on technical interest, and reflection that focuses on practical interest. Describing the 
first type of reflection as non-problematic, impersonal, and non-critical, he notes that it 
involves clear and unambiguous standards, impersonal means-ends rules as the source of 
standards, and instrumental thinking. On the other hand, reflection that has a practical interest 
involves intrinsically problematic standards, regards the person as the source of standards, 
and promotes critical self-reflection. The former serves a technical interest in controlling and 
predicting the material and social environment, while the latter serves a practical interest in 
acting consistently with human values.  

While McLaughlin, Schon and Elliot identify two main types of reflection, van 
Manen (1977, 2002) proposes three levels of reflectivity: technical reflection, practical 
reflection, and critical reflection. Technical reflection is concerned with techniques and 
strategies for specific goals, while critical reflection examines broader ethical issues. Situated 
between these two types of reflection is practical reflection which goes beyond looking at 
skills, strategies and rules to question the goals themselves. Louden (1991) highlights four 
forms of reflection, from technical reflection at one end of the spectrum to critical reflection 
at the other end. The other two types of reflections are personal reflection which focuses on 
one’s own life, and problematic reflection which is about the resolution of the problems of 
professional action as explicated by Schon’s account of the reflective practitioner (Elliot, 
1993). The two continua identified by McLaughlin are closely related in the sense that 
different objects of reflection invite different forms of reflection (McLaughlin, 1999). It is 
also important to note that different conceptions of the nature, scope and objects of reflection 
are not necessarily contradictory, but merely highlight different aspects of reflection.  
 
Improving Schools through Reflection for Teachers in Singapore 
 
The concept of reflection for teachers has become increasingly popular in Singapore schools. 
The importance of reflective thinking in Singapore is evident in the launch of the Thinking 
Schools, Learning Nation (TSLN) vision in Singapore 1997. This vision aims to develop 
creative thinking skills, a lifelong passion for learning and nationalistic commitment in the 
young. The former Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong noted the problem of schools producing 
students who are capable of getting good grades in their examinations but lack the passion for 
learning outside the classroom (Goh, 1997). He pointed out the need to improve schools so 
that the students can nurture reflective thinkers and problem solvers to keep Singapore 
vibrant and successful in future. Introducing the idea of ‘thinking schools’, he explains that 
these schools are “the crucibles for questioning and searching, within and outside the 
classroom, to forge this passion for learning among our young” (ibid.). Thinking schools 
would require “thinking teachers who are continuously learning and growing professionally 
and always seeking new and better ways to improve their practice” (Ministry of Education, 
2006). The creation of thinking schools requires teachers who are reflective thinkers and 
problem-solvers; teachers who could expand their repertoire of teaching and learning 
strategies to include new and innovative pedagogies, and are able to communicate effectively, 
collaborate widely and solve problems reflectively. The Ministry of Education in Singapore 
has introduced steps and initiatives to help teachers make the transition from ‘implementers’ 
to ‘creators’ of new knowledge and practices. As the Minister of State in Education stated 
recently: 
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We can no longer depend on merely training our teachers according to a pre-defined set of 
knowledge and skills so that they can better or more efficiently implement someone else’s ideas. 
Rather, in order to prepare our young citizens for successful living in the 21st century, our 
teachers need to be creators of new practices and purveyors of new knowledge derived from 
observing and reflecting on the effectiveness of their own practice; indeed, they will need, on 
some occasions, to be co-creators with their students of the new knowledge and skills that will be 
required (Lui, 2007). 

 
Accordingly, the aim to promote reflection for teachers is for schools to move towards a 
“truly reflective and thinking school culture that prepares our children for the 21st century” 
(ibid.).  

It is helpful to have an overview of the steps taken by the Ministry of Education to 
promote reflection for teachers. In line with the Thinking Schools, Learning Nation (TSLN) 
vision, the Teachers Network (TN) was officially launched in 1998 with the vision to “build a 
fraternity of reflective teachers dedicated to excellent practice through a network of support, 
professional exchange and learning” (Ministry of Education, 2006). Catering to the 
professional development of teachers, the website for Teachers Network states that 
“reflection is the key to meaningful learning” as it “generates new ideas, transforms minds 
and hearts and engenders growth” (ibid.). A professional development tool introduced 
specifically to build reflective practitioners is Learning Circles (LCTN). Teachers Network 
aims to use this tool to “encourage teachers to be reflective practitioners collaboratively 
identify and solve problems in our instructional practice publish findings and share new 
insights with fellow professionals” (ibid.). Learning Circles adopts the cycle of R P A O R 
(Initial Reflection, Planning, Action, Observation, Critical Reflection) where teachers work 
in small groups to reflect on their teaching. Time is set aside for teachers to identify and solve 
an area of concern related to classroom pedagogy and practice; they clock about eight two-
hour sessions over a period of four and 12 months (Hairon, 2006). Each group is assigned a 
Teachers Network Professional Development Officer who guides the group in research, 
discussion and publication of the research findings. 

Reflection for teachers gathered momentum in 2004 when the Minister for Education 
announced that the ministry will provide teachers with “more time and space to reflect on 
their teaching and innovate, and to motivate and inspire their students” (Tharman, 2004). In 
the following year, the ministry promoted action research as a tool to help teachers to be 
reflective practitioners. A Research Activist Programme was launched in 2006 where 30 
teachers and school leaders known as Research Activists received training from the Ministry 
of Education to conduct research in their respective school curricula. Another 30 have 
received training in 2007 on research techniques to equip them to systematically examine and 
analyse effectiveness of new pedagogies in their schools.  That teachers and schools are 
increasingly involved in action research is testified to in the growing number of teachers who 
present their action research projects in conferences and symposiums in Singapore. The 
number of teachers who presented papers on action research at a nation-wide educational 
conference for teachers has increased ten-fold from 10 teachers in 2003 to close to 100 
teachers in 2004. An action research conference was organised by a secondary school in 2004 
to give opportunities for teachers to showcase their projects; action research symposiums 
were also organised in 2005 and 2006 where more than 200 teachers’ action research projects 
for schools in the North Zone were presented (Hairon, 2006). 

Besides introducing Learning Circles and action research, another initiative by the 
ministry to promote reflection for teachers is a mandatory course, ‘Reflective Practice’ for all 
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beginning teachers. This course is part of the Structured Mentoring Programme (SMP) 
launched in 116 schools in 2006. Aimed to provide beginning teachers with a structured 
induction, ‘Reflective Practice’ is one of the four core training and learning programmes. The 
programme’s objectives are to help beginning teachers understand why it is important for 
teachers to engage in reflective practices by knowing the benefits and challenges of being a 
reflective teacher; become familiar with what the Four-Step Reflection Process is and apply 
the use of the Responding-Expanding-Reflection framework (RER); and learn how to engage 
in reflective practice (Ministry of Education & National Institute of Education, 2006). 
Besides specific programmes discussed above, schools are also encouraged to introduce 
school-based programmes to promote reflection for teachers. Examples are the 
implementation of reflective journaling in one primary school where teachers from one 
department write at least one piece of reflection a week critiquing one of the lessons that they 
have conducted that week. Another school gets its teachers to plan their ‘reflective lessons’ in 
Weekly Plans by stating the learning outcomes or objectives, methodology to be used in the 
lessons, and the types of resources and materials to be used. 
 
Discussion on Reflection for Teachers in Singapore 
 
Based on McLaughlin’s continua for reflection, reflection in Singapore as advocated by the 
Ministry of Education and implemented in schools is predominantly explicit and systematic 
in nature with an accent on technical rationality. The scope and objects of reflection tend 
towards the specific and proximate, with the focus on classroom teaching and student 
achievement. Such an orientation is evident when one examines the emphasis in Learning 
Circles, action research, and other reflective programmes in schools. The focus on technical 
rationality is seen in the aim of Learning Circles to help teachers solve problems faced in the 
classroom. Hairon (2006) observes that a weak version of scientific research especially in the 
use of pre-and post-testing along with a technical interest posture is adopted for Learning 
Circles. The scope of reflection in Learning Circles is also restricted to classroom pedagogy, 
classroom management and other teaching duties. The official website states that Learning 
Circles was devised specifically to help teachers “reflect and generate meaningful 
conversations on pedagogy”, leading to “positive changes in his/her classroom through 
reflection and collaborative learning” (Ministry of Education, 2006, italics mine). A typical 
Learning Circles project is one by a group of teachers who used Problem-based learning 
(PBL) lessons in teaching writing skills in a junior college. The problems identified are 
confined to students’ learning – the teachers report that their students are unable to make a 
stand, look at different perspectives, and integrate knowledge when writing their essays, and 
are too dependent on their teachers to provide them with information. The research method 
adopted in this project is dominantly scientific and quantitative which includes conducting 
pre-test and post-test to measure the students’ attitudes and observing the students’ responses. 

The aim and practice of action research in Singapore schools are also aligned with 
technical rationality with a premium placed on student achievement. This is seen in the 
‘Reflective Practice’ module taught to beginning teachers. A model of reflection that is 
explicit and systematic is preferred through the ‘Four-Step Reflection Process’ and 
‘Responding-Expanding-Reflection’ framework, rather than a form of reflection that is tacit 
and intuitive. In explaining the above strategies, the examples given in the course book 
centres around classroom teaching (e.g. “Why is content delivery important to you?”), 
student learning (e.g. “Why did your students doodle, look out of the window, talk among 
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themselves etc?”) and other duties that teachers need to do in school (an example was given 
of a teacher who is tasked to organise an Arts festival) (Ministry of Education & National 
Institute of Education, 2006). Little emphasis is placed on getting teachers to go beyond 
classroom concerns to more general and contextual matters such as the ideological 
underpinnings of educational policy initiatives, their role as curriculum-planners and agents 
of school change effort. 

Another indication is the action research projects carried out by teachers. An example 
is the compilation of action research projects by a group of teachers from one secondary 
school in Singapore (Chew, 2006). There are 18 chapters written by teachers who worked on 
the project in groups under the guidance of action research consultants from the National 
Institute of Education in Singapore. What is significant is that all the projects rely mainly on 
quantitative research methods, complete with quantitative data collection, presentation and 
analysis using tables, graphs, bar charts and pie charts. Most of the chapters are concerned 
with particular and immediate classroom problems faced by teachers. Of the 18 chapters, a 
majority (15) focus on teaching academic subjects such as languages (English, Chinese, 
Malay); the humanities (History, Social Studies, Geography; Principles of Accounts); 
sciences, mathematics, and craft and technology. Out of the other three chapters, one studies 
student behaviour in the classroom, while the other two examine overweight students and 
littering problem in school. Another observation is that many of the chapters rely on 
published research works conducted elsewhere. The aim is to apply scientific theory and 
external research to help the teachers solve their classroom or school-based problems. 

This emphasis on classroom teaching is also evident in the school-based programmes 
to promote reflection for teachers. An instance is the ‘Reflective Teaching’ programme 
introduced by one secondary school where teachers are given ‘protected time’ to reflect 
weekly. The school reports that “[r]eflection inspires greater thinking through of pedagogy 
employed and classroom practices” and that teachers should “continually look for new ways 
to improve their delivery of lessons as well as other aspects of classroom management and 
classroom dynamics” (Cheong, 2005). The model of reflection consists of the following four 
components to guide the teachers in their reflection: Student factor; Teacher factor; Teaching 
methodology, materials and resources; and Classroom dynamics. The teachers are also given 
the following guiding questions for reflection: What three learning points have I gathered 
about my lessons for the week? What is one thing I did very well in my lessons? What could 
I have done better in my lessons? What factors (which affect the delivery/flow of my lessons) 
have I missed out considering while planning my lessons? What is one new 
methodology/activity I have tried for the week? How effective was it? How have I handled 
students who were disruptive or inattentive during lessons? (ibid.). 

The pervasiveness of a conception of reflection that underscores technical rationality 
and applies largely to classroom matters is not surprising when one considers teacher 
education in Singapore. Deng (2005) points out that teacher education in Singapore is 
technical in orientation where the concern is on “equipping pre-service teachers with a wide 
range of skills and techniques pertaining to a particular kind of classroom practice” (p. 126).  
Consequently, subjects linked to the instrumental use of theory are given more curriculum 
space over subjects that highlight wider cultural, historical and philosophical view of 
educational issues and problems (Deng, 2005; Deng & Gopinathan, 2003). The priority given 
to training teachers in specific skills and techniques means that teachers are adept at solving 
well-structured problems but weak in dealing with ill-structured problems. In a study on pre-
service teachers in Singapore, Ng and Tan (2006) report that the pre-service teachers are 
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novices in solving ill-structured problems due to insufficient reflective thinking. Based on 
King and Kitchener (1994)’s three levels of reflective thinking, the pre-service teachers’ 
reflective thinking is at the Quasi-Reflective level (ibid.). This means that while the pre-
service teachers might be aware that there were no fixed solutions to the ill-structured 
problems, they have neither analysed the problem well nor reflected adequately on the 
alternative solutions and their own proposed solutions.  

To further understand the nature of reflective practice in Singapore schools, it is 
instructive to identify five main traditions of reflective practice identified by Zeichner and 
Liston (1996): Academic; Social efficiency; Developmentalist; Social reconstructionist; and 
‘Generic’ traditions (also see Liston & Zeichner, 1991; Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1991). Each 
tradition underlines different aspects of teaching expertise and contrasting teacher beliefs on 
learning and practice. Briefly, the academic tradition directs the teachers’ reflection to the 
subjects they are teaching with the aim to promote student understanding based on standards 
of assessing. The social efficiency tradition focuses on getting the teachers to reflect on 
external research on teaching with the purpose of applying them to improve their practice and 
solve their classroom problems. The developmentalist tradition emphasises reflection on the 
students’ backgrounds, interests, thinking, and patterns of developmental growth so as to 
tailor their teaching to suit their needs. The social reconstructionist tradition encourages 
teachers to reflect on the social and political context of schooling and examine the 
consequences of their teaching so as to bring about equity and social justice in schools and 
society. The last tradition is the generic tradition where there is no explicit reference to the 
quality or substance of that thinking. The orientation of reflective practice for pre-service 
teachers and school teachers in Singapore can be described as belonging to the academic and 
social efficiency traditions. There is an emphasis on the academic tradition as all the state 
initiatives and school-based programmes on reflection direct the teachers’ reflection to the 
academic subjects they are teaching in the classroom. This is complemented by the social 
efficiency tradition where the focus is on getting the pre-service teachers and school teachers 
to reflect on scientific theory and external research on teaching with the purpose of applying 
them to improve their practice and solve their classroom problems. 

However, a view of reflection that is explicit and systematic, focusing on specific and 
proximate matters within the academic and social efficiency traditions is insufficient to 
enable and empower teachers in Singapore to move from mere implementers to creators of 
new knowledge and practices. First, technical rationality is not appropriate for teaching; as 
McLaughlin (1999) avers, “(e)ducational ends are neither clear, fixed, unitary nor 
evaluatively straightforward, and are not achieved (primarily) through technical means/end 
processes which can be mastered through scientific or technical knowledge and skill” (p. 13). 
The positivist approach used in action research adopted in Singapore also does not fit with 
the processes that reflective, inquiring teachers use. Noting that teaching cannot be explained 
nor promoted as a “systematic problem-solving activity”, Johnston (1994) underscores the 
need to “capture the non-linear, complex and intuitive nature of teacher thinking” (p. 43). 
Similarly, Zeichner and Liston (1996) caution against seeing teaching as merely a technical 
activity and reducing teachers to technicians whose task is to fine tune or adapt knowledge 
that was formulated elsewhere.  

Within this conception of reflection, it is difficult for teachers in Singapore to 
progress from implementers to creators of teaching ideas and practices. A more serious 
consequence is that reflection may have harmful effects on teachers and students. Writers 
have posited that reflection may weaken the teachers’ capacity for action (e.g. Calderhead, 
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1989; McLaughlin, 1999) and validate and strengthen practices that are harmful to some 
students (Zeichner, 1993; Zeichner & Liston, 1987, 1996). Questions related to the broader 
purpose of education in a democratic society sometimes get lost as teachers focus narrowly 
on classroom concerns in a technical way (Zeichner, 1993). When teachers are not 
encouraged to reflect questions related to values and on the social conditions of schooling, 
they are less able to confront and transform those structural aspects that hinder the 
accomplishment of their educational mission (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). Such a conception 
of reflection for teachers, rather than improving schools, tends to hinder them from becoming 
effective thinking schools. 

Given the undesirable consequences of the current conception of reflection in 
Singapore, it is useful to identify the main impediments for teachers to make the transition 
from implementers to creators of new knowledge and practices. There are two main social-
cultural impediments in the Singapore context, the first one being the culture of taking 
directive and initiative from the top. The ruling party in Singapore, the People’s Action Party 
(PAP) government adopts a strong interventionist approach and promotes collectivism to 
hold a multi-ethnic and multi-religious country together for national progress (Tan & Ng, 
2007). The Singapore government sees its primary role as providing strong political 
leadership for its citizens whose role is to support the leadership, rather than building strong 
political institutions for active citizenship (Wee, 2001; Koh & Ooi, 2002; Gopinathan & 
Sharpe, 2004). The form of citizenship education in Singapore is civic republicanism which 
focuses on passive, responsible, rule-following citizenship (Tan, 2007, 2008a). Given this 
top-down culture, school policies are primarily decided by school management and this 
practice diminishes the desire and will for teachers to initiate change that would affect school 
policies and practices (Hairon, 2006). Even when reflection is explicitly encouraged such as 
in the case of Learning Circles and action research, the initiative comes from the top and the 
research by teachers is guided by external ‘experts’ and consultants. The experience in 
Singapore corresponds to the practice elsewhere where action research in schools is 
characterised by an external facilitator or researcher who joins the teachers to assist them to 
examine their practice and help in improving their practice (Johnston, 1994). Kemmis and 
McTaggart (1998) note that “‘changing people’ is extremely difficult to achieve – especially 
when the ‘people’ are treated as ‘others’ – the objects of someone’s plan for change – rather 
than knowing subjects, willing and able to determine their own roles in the improvement 
process” (p. 44).  

Another impediment for Singapore teachers to go beyond technical rationality and 
classroom concerns is a culture of performativity. According to Ball (2003),  
 

Performativity is a technology, a culture and a mode of regulation that employs judgements, 
comparisons and displays as means of incentive, control, attrition and change - based on rewards 
and sanctions (both material and symbolic). The performances (of individual subjects or 
organisations) serve as measures of productivity or output, or displays of ‘quality’, or ‘moments’ 
of promotion or inspection. As such they stand for, encapsulate or represent the worth, quality or 
value of an individual or organisation within a field of judgement (Ball, 2003, p. 216). 

 
Ball (2003) notes that performativity, together with the market and managerialism, is a policy 
technology of education reform. These three elements aim to produce a devolved 
environment which there is less centralised control and more freedom and flexibility given to 
local authorities. Schools are to take responsibility for transforming themselves by making 
themselves different from one another, improving themselves and competing with one 
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another. However, the reform processes of de-regulation are actually processes of re-
regulation where the state establishes a new form of control. The state employs monitoring 
systems for the school leaders and teachers through the mechanics of performativity such as 
League Tables, the appraisal meeting, the annual review, report writing, site visits, 
inspections and peer reviews. Within a performative culture, teachers “are no longer 
encouraged to have a rationale for practice, account of themselves in terms of a relationship 
to the meaningfulness of what they do, but are required to produce measurable and 
‘improving’ outputs and performances, what is important is what works” (Ball, 2003, p. 222). 
In other words, they are expected to organise themselves as a response to targets, indicators 
and evaluations under state regulation. 

In Singapore, the government sets the national standards for schools and encourages 
inter-school competition through the mechanics of performativity: the School Excellence 
Model (SEM), the Masterplan of Awards for schools, School Achievement Tables, and the 
Enhanced Performance Management System (EPMS). A performative climate means that 
school leaders and teachers may prefer to stick slavishly to strategies that best produced the 
outcomes demanded in the monitoring systems. Resources are directed to help students excel 
academically and win awards and honours so that the school can move up the league tables 
and the teachers can meet the external targets. In other words, the school may be more 
concerned about “tactical improvements which result in short-term improvements” (Ball, 
2003, p. 224), rather than genuine diversity, innovation and equity which will only reap 
results in the long run. Given this context, it is unsurprising that teachers chose to reflect on 
concerns and problems that directly affect their classroom teaching so as to increase their 
students’ achievements based on externally imposed standards. Reflection then is limited to 
the retrospective comparison of the effectiveness of prespecified teaching strategies and 
methods that are most effective in producing good grades in the most efficient manner (Valli, 
1997; Hairon, 2006). In other words, the reflection that takes place falls under the academic 
and social efficiency traditions. 
 
Recommendations for Improving Schools through Reflection for Teachers 
 
How then can schools in Singapore be improved through reflection for teachers? Drawing 
upon the ideas of McLaughlin, Zeichner and Liston discussed earlier, schools can be truly 
‘thinking schools’ when reflection for teachers goes beyond the academic and social 
efficiency traditions, and not be limited to that which is explicit, systematic, specific and 
proximate.  

Following McLaughlin (1999), what is argued here is an expanded conception of 
reflection that go beyond technical rationality and classroom concerns to include reflections 
that are implicit and intuitive in nature, and general and contextual in scope and objects. First, 
teachers should be encouraged to include reflections that stress on the implicit and intuitive. 
To do so, it is helpful to distinguish training from education. Deng (2005) avers that training 
is concerned with the development of skills and procedures with a focus on ‘knowing how’ 
while education is concerned with the acquisition of knowledge and understanding, with an 
emphasis on ‘knowing that’. The latter can be achieved by underscoring the transformation of 
the beliefs and perspectives of pre-service teachers, and initiating them into a wide range of 
worthwhile perspectives and understanding. In particular, pre-service teachers should 
“understand and appreciate the moral dimension of the teacher’s role, as well as conceiving 
of the school as a place where children can be nurtured to some kind of moral and intellectual 
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growth” (Deng, 2005, p. 130). This means that tools that aim to promote reflection for 
teachers – including Learning Circles and action research – should not merely focus on 
training teachers with the techniques and strategies to improve students’ achievements. 
Rather, teachers’ deliberative abilities and natural reflective practices should be 
acknowledged and encouraged. This kind of reflection is not technical but is non-linear, 
complex and intuitive, similar to what Schon describes as artistry through reflection-on-
action. But for this to take place, it is important to remove the impediment of a performative 
culture in Singapore where teachers are pressured to reflect on matters that produce 
measurable and ‘improving’ outputs and performances. 

Secondly, teachers need to move along the continuum to include reflecting on issues 
that are general and contextual: 
 

According to Israel Scheffler (1968), if teachers want to avoid the bureaucratic and technical 
conception of their role that has historically been given to them, and if they are going to become 
reflective teachers and not technical teachers, then they must seek to maintain a broad vision about 
their work and not just look inwardly at their own practices (Zeichner & Liston, 1996, p. 19). 

 
This means that teachers should actively reflect on the educational goals and values to which 
they are committed, and issues of equity and social justice (Zeichner, 1993). They should 
develop new forms of organisation in education systems, schools and classrooms (Kemmis & 
McTaggart, 1998). Accompanying a change in the scope and objects of reflection is a shift in 
the goal and process of action research conducted by teachers. Action research should not be 
restricted to the scientific method of logical and systematic problem-solving, but be viewed 
as a political and practical process for teachers to “build a critique of schooling, form the 
perspective of education, and to improve education in schools” (ibid., p. 27). Such an 
expanded view of reflection for teachers would require the removal of the impediment of the 
culture of taking directive and initiative from the top. The political and school leaders have to 
be willing to adopt a more consultative and democratic approach in governance and school 
management. 

The suggestion for teachers to reflect beyond technical rationality and classroom 
concerns resonates with the Singapore government’s call for teachers to move from 
implementers to creators of new knowledge and practices. Applying McLaughlin’s continua 
for reflection to the Ministry of Education’s attempt to help teachers to be reflective 
practitioners, it appears that the state is ostensibly rejecting a form of reflection that is purely 
explicit and systematic. By stating that Singapore can “no longer depend on merely training 
our teachers according to a pre-defined set of knowledge and skills so that they can better or 
more efficiently implement someone else’s ideas”(Lui, 2007), the ministry is effectively 
rejecting technical rationality where teachers are viewed primarily as technicians and 
implementers. What is advocated is a form of reflection that is more tacit and intuitive where 
teachers are “creators of new practices and purveyors of new knowledge derived from 
observing and reflecting on the effectiveness of their own practice” (ibid.). Such a teacher is 
able to reflect beyond technical skills and routines by exercising his or her professional 
judgements to frame and improvise problems. At the same time, for teachers to be creators 
and co-creators of new knowledge and practices with their students, it implies that the teacher 
has to go beyond the domain of classroom teaching and student achievement to reflect on 
larger issues such as the aims and purposes of education, the teacher’s own educational 
philosophy, and social, cultural and political issues that are related to education.  
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What is recommended is to supplement the academic and social efficiency traditions 
of reflective practice in Singapore with the developmental and social reconstructionist 
orientations. The inclusion of these two traditions is consistent with the Singapore 
government’s vision of Thinking Schools, Learning Nation (TSLN). The developmentalist 
tradition helps teaches to be sensitive to and develop their students’ backgrounds, interests, 
thinking, and patterns of developmental growth (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). This is consonant 
with an ‘ability-driven education’ propagated by the Singapore government under the vision 
of TSLN. An ability-driven education aims to identify and develop the talents and abilities of 
every child to the maximum. The emphasis is on a diversity of talents, be it in intellect, the 
arts, sports, or community endeavours.  
Likewise, the social reconstructionist tradition, when adapted in a culturally appropriate 
manner, is necessary for schools in Singapore to be ‘thinking schools’. This tradition reminds 
teachers to reflect on the social and political context of schooling so as to promote equity and 
social justice. Recall that the Singapore government views ‘thinking schools’ as “the 
crucibles for questioning and searching, within and outside the classroom, to forge this 
passion for learning among our young” and expects teachers to constantly look out for new 
ideas and practices (Goh, 1997, italics mine).  This entails that teachers need to go beyond the 
confines of the school compound to reflect on the educational enterprise, and related 
historical, philosophical, sociological, psychological, and cultural issues. For example, 
teachers can reflect on philosophical issues in education such as the aims of education and the 
value of religious education (Tan, 2008b), or critique current educational macro-policies and 
initiatives (Tan & Ng, 2008). In a knowledge-based economy where teachers are expected to 
be knowledge workers, a broader understanding of reflection for teachers is essential before 
teachers can be creators of new knowledge and practices. Various kinds of questions can be 
used to facilitate different types, scope and objects of reflection in teachers. According to 
Lasley (1992), there are questions with a technical focus such as “What practices are and are 
not effective in the classroom?”; questions with a conceptual focus such as “What is the 
espoused philosophical or theoretical basis for current practice?”; and questions with a 
dialectical focus such as “Is the philosophy of the teacher consistent with the needs of the 
students?” (as cited in York-Barr, Sommers, Ghere, & Montie, 1996, p. 59). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has argued that the conception of reflection advocated and practised in Singapore 
schools is too technical and narrow to enable and empower teachers to become creators of 
new knowledge and teaching practices. However, pointing out the weaknesses of such a 
conception of reflection (one that is explicit, systematic, specific and proximate; and 
underpinned by academic and social efficiency traditions) does not mean that such a view of 
reflection is necessarily undesirable. As Valli (1997) points out, different types of reflection 
have their own critics who point out the shortcomings and faulty assumptions. What is 
proposed is an enlarged conception of reflection which includes the developmentalist and 
social reconstructionist orientations where reflection includes the implicit, intuitive, general 
and contextual.  

The Singapore experience offers a useful illustrative case study of teacher reflection 
that is distinctively technical and classroom-focussed based on the academic and social 
efficiency orientations. The Singapore experience is by no means unique: a number of writers 
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have pointed out that technical rationality is the dominant practice for teachers within a 
culture of performativity in many countries (e.g. Elliot, 1991; Adam & Tulasiewicz, 1995; 
Codd, 1997; Hargreaves, 2000; Smyth, 2001; Flores & Shiroma, 2003; Codd, 2005; Locke, 
Vulliamy, Webb, & Hill, 2005). Zeichner and Liston (1996) note that the academic tradition 
is the orientation that many prospective and practising secondary teachers are aligned with. 
Schools need to replace the attempt to pre-specify correct behavioural responses or 
performance indicators with qualitative indicators which emphasise “qualities of judgement 
and decision-making which are indicative of capacities to make wise and intelligent 
responses in novel and unpredictable situations” (Elliot, 1991, p. 313). This change in schools 
is particularly urgent in a postmodern age where the application of market principles in 
education has “subjected teachers to the micro-management of ever-tightening regulations 
and controls that are the very antithesis of any kind of professionalism” (Hargreaves, 2000, p. 
169). Schools today have to go beyond what Bishop and Mulford (1996) aptly describe as 
‘procedural illusions of effectiveness’: a broader and more balanced conception of reflection 
for teachers is needed for schools to improve and be truly effective. 
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