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Educating Learners Today for Tomorrow
The seventh Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference this year focuses on the theme
“Education for the Future: Creativity, Innovation, Values”. We speak to the Conference
Chairperson and Deputy Chairperson to understand why it is important to prepare
our youths today for the future.

Associate Professor Kenneth Poon and Dr Wong Hwei Ming
spearheaded the Redesigning Pedagogy International
Conference 2017.

Topping the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2015 rankings, the Singapore
education system has been widely recognized as one of the world’s top-performing systems. These
rankings are testament to our efforts to deliver high quality education over the years, but it will not do
to rest on our laurels. In an era marked by rapid changes, education must evolve to prepare youths
today to overcome the challenges that tomorrow may bring.

Education Minister Ng Chee Meng, during his first major speech that sets out his vision for
Singapore schools in December 2015, emphasized the importance of creating learning
environments where students can become innovators who are able and motivated to create value
for society (Teng, 2015).

This emphasis subsequently inspired the theme of the 3-day international education conference held
at the National Institute of Education (NIE), Singapore, from 31 May to 2 June 2017.

Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference 2017

The biennial Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference (RPIC) attracted a record of
over 1,400 participants from 22 countries including Finland, Norway, Australia, Indonesia and
Japan.

RPIC provides opportunities for teachers and researchers to share and exchange classroom
ideas and research findings.

“This conference seeks to facilitate the bridging of the research and practice gap,” shares
Conference Chairperson Associate Professor Kenneth Poon. “I hope that participation from
teachers can help researchers to further understand priorities on the ground and
subsequently allow for better teacher-researcher collaborations.”

The Co-Chairperson of RPIC’s Programme and Abstract Selection sub-committee Dr Dennis
Kwek also notes that the conference saw abstract submissions of impressive quality from
schools this year.

“Abstracts submitted by schools have been particularly encouraging as we saw more
practitioners drawing from rigorous research methodologies to understand practice,”
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Dennis, who is also an Assistant Dean of the Office of Education Research at NIE, shares.
“We also saw increasing numbers of NIE-school co-authored submissions, which is a positive
trend in university-school partnerships.”

At the opening ceremony on 31 May 2017, Director-General of Education from the Ministry
of Education (MOE) launched the Singapore Teaching Practice (STP). STP is a
collaboration between MOE and NIE. An online portal and resource page, STP aims to bring
together shareable lesson strategies for teachers.

Watch the opening ceremony in the video below:

RPIC 2017 - Opening Ceremony

Being Future Ready
“The current world, as we now know, has been described as volatile, uncertain, complex and
ambiguous (VUCA),” says Conference Chairperson, Associate Professor Kenneth Poon from the
Office of Education Research (OER), at NIE. “We can only expect the future world to be increasingly
so and very different from today.”

According to a report by McKinsey Global Institute in 2017, about 60 per cent of all occupations
today have a 30 per cent chance of being automated, which may affect future  employment rates.

“There will be new jobs in the market – jobs that we might have never heard of before,” adds Dr
Wong Hwei Ming, Conference Deputy Chairperson also from OER. “Our students therefore also
need to develop certain skillsets that are transferable for the future.”

The conference thus sought to prepare learners today for the VUCA world of tomorrow by engaging
teacher and researcher participants through various keynotes, symposia, workshops and paper
sessions that focused on three elements of education for the future – creativity, innovation and
values.

“The current world, as we now know, has been described as volatile, uncertain,
complex and ambiguous. We can only expect the future world to be
increasingly so and very different from today.”

– Associate Professor Kenneth Poon, RPIC 2017 Conference
Chairperson, Office of Education Research, NIE

Creativity and Innovation
“The companies today with the largest market capitalization are not those with natural resources,”
Director of NIE Professor Tan Oon Seng shared during the conference opening address.

In fact, tech companies such as Apple, Facebook and Alibaba make up those with the largest
market value. “We live in the age of tremendous innovation, so education today also has to deal with
how we can create a generation that is truly creative,” he added.

It has become more important to nurture creative and innovative students because these factors are
critical for their future success. To nurture creativity and innovativeness in students, change has to
first begin with our educators, from within the classroom.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KSx-fhP3Y0M
http://www.nie.edu.sg/profile/poon-kin-loong-kenneth
http://www.nie.edu.sg/profile/wong-hwei-ming
http://www.nie.edu.sg/profile/tan-oon-seng
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“The right guiding values can
deeply influence our
behaviours, attitudes and
decision-making.”

– Dr Wong Hwei Ming,
RPIC 2017 Conference
Deputy Chairperson, Office
of Education Research, NIE

To provide teacher participants with a greater insight into fostering creativity in students, Professor
Robert Root-Bernstein in his keynote address explained how “thinking inside the box” could
potentially benefit students more than the traditional adage of “thinking outside the box” (read more
about his keynote address in “Creativity and Being Creative” in this issue).

“Prof Root-Bernstein is an expert in the field of creativity,” Kenneth shares. “I hope that his keynote
address will help seed ideas on creativity for us to further explore.”

Nurturing Values
Kenneth acknowledges that while being creative and innovative are the key ingredients for success,
it is also necessary for teachers to teach values because values “ground us in who we are as
individuals”.

The rapid technological, socio-economic and structural changes our society is experiencing today
bring about ripple effects in individuals’ attitudes and actions.

For instance, the Internet and World Wide Web allow users to receive information almost
immediately with just a few clicks of the mouse. Hwei Ming feels that such instant gratification has
inadvertently resulted in people becoming less patient.

“It is therefore important to nurture in our students
good moral values such as resilience, honesty and
ethics,” says Hwei Ming. “The right guiding values can
deeply influence our behaviours, attitudes and
decision-making.” In his keynote address, Professor
David Carr from The University of Edinburgh, UK,
explored the importance of moral character
in education (read “Developing Moral Character and
Virtue” in this issue).

Values such as commitment, compassion, fairness,
helpfulness, honesty, integrity, patience, respect,
responsibility, self-reliance and others are important
and can be fostered in students.

Hwei Ming emphasizes: “The values we instil in our students today will have a major impact on
society tomorrow. These will help prepare students to seize opportunities and face the unknowns of
a VUCA world.”

Remembering Professor Lee Sing Kong at RPIC 2017

While the biennial Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference is another milestone for
NIE, it is also a sad moment for its community as they mark the passing of one of the
beacons of education and immediate past Director, Professor Lee Sing Kong on the evening
of 19 May 2017.

“In many ways, he was instrumental in spurring education research in Singapore,”
Conference Chairperson, Associate Professor Kenneth Poon, shares. Prof Lee’s contributions
to education research had left an enduring legacy and impact on teaching and learning in
Singapore.

A moment of silence was led by the Associate Dean of the Office of Education Research,
Professor David Hung at the opening ceremony of the conference, with over 1,400
participants seated together at the Nanyang Auditorium in Nanyang Technological University,
Singapore.

The conference serves as a testimony to Professor Lee’s legacy of promoting research and
encouraging community practice in sharing of research knowledge and improving outcomes.
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Kenneth Poon is Associate Professor and Associate Dean (Research Quality) with the Office
of Education Research (OER) and Wong Hwei Ming is a Research Scientist, also with OER at
NIE.
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Phillip Towndrow (right) and Galyna Kogut, a Research
Associate at OER, who was also one of the presenters.
Another presenter not mentioned in the article is
Prudence Wales, Assistant Deputy Director of Hong
Kong Academy for Performing Arts.

Building Character Through Digital Storytelling and Drama
We tell stories to share our beliefs and values with others. This oral tradition is a social
practice that has been around for as long as the human language. While many might be
familiar with traditional storytelling, what then is digital storytelling and how does it, along
with the use of drama, impact the teaching and learning of Character and Citizenship
Education in the classroom today?

Written or spoken storytelling is often seen as a fundamental form of entertainment or a way of
sharing knowledge with others. However, the employment and engagement of a palette of
technological tools to this old-age tradition creates a different version of narration – digital
storytelling.

Dr Phillip Towndrow, a Senior Research Scientist from the Office of Education Research (OER) at
NIE, and his team wonder how such digital stories and new media narratives complemented with
some drama can impact learning in the classroom. Particularly, he is interested to explore the effects
of this multimodal learning platform within the context of Character and Citizenship Education
(CCE).

To investigate this, he led his team as Principal Investigator on a digital storytelling (DST) project
that involved two teachers and their respective CCE classes to understand how digital stories can
be used in classrooms and the kinds of learning outcomes that both students and teachers
experience.

Active Learning Through Digital Storytelling and Drama
Providing students with the platform to
collaborate, work together and create
drama was all part of a CCE classroom
activity in one secondary school.

The activity engaged students through
“freeze frame” or tableau, where they
watched a segment of a digital comic strip
before creating a live still image to capture
and communicate the meaning and
concept of the next possible scene.

“I did this activity in class and students
watched one story that runs in sequence
in the form of comic strips,” explains Mr
Rethinavel Shanmugam, a lecturer at NIE
and also Co-Principal Investigator of the
project. “At one point, I stopped the
sequence and I asked them ‘what do you
think happens next?’”

Encouraging students to participate in such activities promotes positive collaboration and discussion
as they explore and deliberate on what could happen next.

“We want the students to be able to personalize their storytelling,” Phillip adds. “For them to do that,
we created a drama-space where students felt comfortable and confident enough to share their
personal stories.” For both Phillip and Rethinavel, opening the floor to drama in the classroom can
create that needed space.

Traditional Versus Drama Classroom
In a traditional classroom setting, the teacher tends to provide one-way instruction to the students,
leaving them with few opportunities to engage in meaningful dialogues that aid their learning. A
drama classroom, on the other hand, calls for mutual dialogue and two-way conversation between
students and the teacher.
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Rethinavel further explains the difference between a traditional classroom and a drama classroom:
“What happens in a drama classroom is a very dialogic process because we are co-creating the
work. The teacher is no longer just a person who gives  knowledge. He or she is actually a co-
constructor of knowledge with the students.”

He feels that the incorporation of drama in the classroom is aligned with the concept of DST as
students need a voice to be able to construct a story.

“It is their voice that has to come through in the stories, and I think a drama classroom setting helps
to facilitate that process by opening up a space,” he says. But more than just being a safe
environment for students to be active participants, drama also creates authentic learning
experiences for them.

“What happens in a drama classroom is a very dialogic process because we are
co-creating the work. The teacher is no longer just a person who gives

knowledge. He or she is actually a co-constructor of knowledge with the
students.”

– Rethinavel Shanmugam on the difference between a traditional
classroom and a drama classroom

Authentic Learning of Character and Citizenship Values
“In a traditional classroom, the teacher tends to do most of the talking,” Rethinavel says. When that
happens, he notes, the discourse is less heartfelt and genuine. The traditional classroom, although
suitable for certain subjects like Mathematics, is less pedagogically suitable for subjects like CCE,
which requires the teacher to tap into his or her own values when teaching.

For instance, in a traditional CCE classroom where a teacher is covering the topic on “telling lies”,
the lack of teacher-student dialogue may result in the teacher simply telling the students that “lying is
wrong” and “you do not lie”.

“The students can give you a controversial answer or comment which they feel is right. But knowing
that you (as a teacher) might disagree, they give you the ‘right’ answer and that’s when teaching and
learning becomes inauthentic in a traditional classroom,” Rethinavel explains.

As such, Phillip and Rethinavel believe strongly in incorporating drama in the classroom through the
use of DST to evoke deeper learning, understanding and discovery of character and citizenship
values in students. “To combine DST with drama for CCE, it’s got to be something that is innovative,
nurturing, personalized and authentic,” concludes Phillip.

Phillip Towndrow is a Senior Research Scientist with the Office of Education Research (OER).
Rethinavel Shanmugam is a Lecturer at the Visual and Performing Arts Academic Group at
NIE. The other presenters not mentioned in the article are Prudence Ellen Wales, Assistant
Deputy Director of Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts and Galyna Kogut, Research
Associate from OER. This article is based on their presentation “Visualising and
Performing Character and Citizenship through Digital Storytelling” at the Redesigning
Pedagogy International Conference 2017.
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“I want to move (students)
from just knowing what
grammatical structures are,
to knowing how they can be
used to good effect.”

– Dr Lim Yi-En, National
Junior College

Writing Creatively Through the Camera Lens
While students who are proficient in language tend to be good at vocabulary, sentence
structure and grammar, Dr Lim Yi-En from National Junior College (NJC) finds that many are
not confident creating original content in creative writing classes. Presenting at a workshop
during the recent Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference 2017, she shared creative
writing techniques inspired by filmmaking to guide students in crafting engaging and original
works.

Yi-En wants to help students write creatively by getting them to
move from purely linguistics (grammar and sentence structures)
to applied linguistics (creative and effective writing).

Struggling to Pen Novel Stories
The workshop began with Yi-En sharing that her Secondary 1 students usually use predictable
phrases and overused storylines in their creative writing essays. While these may have been
enough to get them through primary school, reliance on old, worn out storylines and clichés is an
indication of weak communicative competency and, by extension, the absence of creative thinking.

“My secondary 1 students can rattle off the different elements and components of stories, but when
asked to give an example of a physical setting, they all say ‘azure blue sky’,” she shares. “The
conflicts in their stories are also always either physical or verbal battles between two characters.”

These observations led her to conclude that while many students are proficient in the mechanics of
sentence formation – the foundational techniques taught in primary school such as how to structure
sentences – they do not know how these can become choices made in creative writing for achieving
particular outcomes.

Breaking the Mould
“I want to move them from just knowing what
grammatical structures are, to knowing how they can
be used to good effect,” says Yi-En. “In a way, what
I’m trying to do is move them from pure linguistics to
applied linguistics.”

This is why teachers at NJC concentrate on getting
students to unlearn the ideas about writing that they
come in with in the first half of the Secondary 1 school
year.

“Many say that the exams are the reason they learn to
write or use language in a certain way, but we want
them to understand that it’s more than just exams. They need language for life,” says Yi-En.
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Earlier efforts to help students learn to write creatively by sending them for external classes proved
unproductive. “There were a lot of activities such as lying on the ground, viewing photos, listening to
music and playing with objects to stimulate the imagination, even reading each other’s work, but
how to use language to create was never properly taught,” says Yi-En. “I had to come up with my
own programme to help them.”

Developing Writing through Camera Shots
To expose students to various writing techniques and encourage originality, Yi-En adapted
techniques from movies and television shows to teach creative writing.

“The movie director, producer and cameraman work together to create effects and images in their
viewers’ mind using one main tool – the camera. Similarly, as a writer, you’ve one tool to create
effects and images in your reader’s mind – the pen,” she explains.

“This is a movie-watching generation, so this is something they can relate to. My students were so
excited when they found out they were going to write a movie, albeit with a pen.”

By challenging students to paint a picture in their readers’ minds with words, students become more
aware of how different writing techniques communicate different effects and meanings.

To demonstrate how camera techniques can aid in creative writing, workshop participants were
assigned tasks that required the use of three camera techniques – zooming, panning and tracking
(see box story below).

Movie Camera Techniques

Picture prompts were flashed on the screen for each assignment during the presentation.

1. Zooming

For the first assignment, participants were shown two versions of the same picture – a
zoomed-out version that showed a man trying to pick the lock of a car and a zoomed-in
version that focused only on the man’s hand. They were then asked to write a short
paragraph about these two versions depending on how they wanted the reader to envision
them.

2. Panning

The second assignment required participants to use words to move the reader’s eye from one
side of an image to another, similar to how a camera pans from left to right to capture different
details of a scene. By highlighting sensory details such as colors and dialogue, the technique
can also be used to create mood and atmosphere.

3. Tracking

The final assignment involved tracking, which refers to camera movement from the
perspective of the character. Participants visualized a scene from the perspective of a movie
character running down a corridor and wrote a paragraph on it.

Making the Leap from Screen to Page
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“In creative writing, there is
no wrong way of writing a
story. There is also no right
answer.”

– Yi-En on the importance
of understanding that there
is no right or wrong in
creative writing 
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As participants read out their answers for each assignment, Yi-En drew attention to how language
was used to derive, emphasize or play down certain aspects of a scene.   

For example, in the “zooming” assignment where participants were asked to look out for certain
words that kept recurring across various examples of one version as well as the differences between
both versions, a comparison of the two versions revealed that the paragraphs written on the zoomed
in version tended to omit mention of the whole person in favour of drawing attention to the part of the
character’s body involved in the action. The microdetails were amplified.

“Your brain saw it and your words showed it, even though you may not have been able to explain
why,” says Yi-En. “The conscious use of these writing techniques is what we need to highlight to
students so that they know that it’s not by chance that a certain piece of writing ‘works’.”

Other useful techniques were also highlighted during the tracking assignment. To convey a sense of
panic and loss of consciousness in a “running scene” where the character is escaping from his
pursuer, some participants emphasized the absence of color and the “closing in” of the corridor
through omission of details from the external physical environment to focus more on the inner
landscape.

When one writes using these techniques, it is as if one is in the scene, says Yi-En. All the senses
are activated to some extent, making it possible to conjure up vivid, evocative imagery.

Rewarding Original Content
Taught in Semester 2 of Secondary 1, these creative
methods build on the foundational writing skills taught
in Semester 1 and primary school.

Students are graded on an analytic rubric reflecting
the elements of fiction as well as on how much they
experiment with their writing. They are encouraged to
revise their work, and extra credit is awarded to those
who make the effort to be experimental and rewrite
parts of the story in many ways.

Yi-En hopes that rewarding experimentation will
encourage students to focus on practising writing what
they want their readers to imagine, instead of worrying
about mimicking published writers and resorting to clichés.

“There needs to be a lot of affirmation,” she says, as fear of making mistakes was a major issue
faced by her students during this activity. When giving feedback, she advises teachers to focus on
whether the answer created the intended effects in readers’ minds rather than whether it is right or
wrong. 

“In creative writing, there is no wrong way of writing a story. There is also no right answer,” she says.
“The question I want my students to ask instead is – is there a better way of creating a story in my
reader’s head through writing?”

To Yi-En, it is a matter of developing enough confidence to try. Some students may just want
affirmation that they are given the freedom to write differently, while others may need more guidance
and reassurance.

“Students may not know that they have it in them to tell the story in a different way from what a
previous teacher has taught them,” she says. “They need the confidence that now anything goes, as
long as it serves its purpose. That is your guiding principle.”

Lim Yi-En is Senior Head of Department (Integrated Programme) and Head of Department
(Language Arts) at National Junior College. This article is based on her workshop “‘Breaking
the Mould’ – a Linguistics approach to Creative Writing” at the Redesigning Pedagogy
International Conference 2017.
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Engaging Every Student with the Right Platform
With an average of 40 students to one teacher in a class, it can be difficult for teachers to
engage every student. We speak to two Science educators from Pioneer Primary School who
sought to address this by incorporating team-based learning (TBL) into their lessons, giving
students a platform to verbalize their knowledge and learn through collaboration.

Giving students a voice and avenue where they are able to articulate their knowledge and exchange
ideas can empower them to become active participants in the learning process. However, as
teacher-directed instruction remains the primary form of instruction in class, it can be difficult to
carve out space for every student to speak up.

“The teacher is often the one dictating the lesson, and is not able to maximize interaction among the
students. The students are passive listeners,” says Mr Chiam Kim Yeow, Level Head of Science at
Pioneer Primary School.

Conventionally teacher-directed activities such as the reviewing of answers after a test limits the
chances for students to ask questions and construct their own explanations.

“After covering the syllabus, we need students to be versatile enough to apply their knowledge in
context,” says Kim Yeow. To be able to do this, students need to become more than just mere
receptors of information.

Liyun (left) and Kim Yeow hope to create an engaging
classroom through the use of team-based learning approach.

Creating a Student-Centric Classroom
To create more opportunities for student participation in class, Pioneer Primary School has
introduced a team-based learning approach to reviewing answers in three of its Primary 6 classes
for the past 3 years.

In class, students attempt 30 multiple-choice questions in a standard science paper in collaborative
teams of four. They take turns to share their responses, negotiate, and convince their peers of their
answers using the Claim-Evidence-Reasoning framework. As a group, students then verify the
agreed response using a formulated programme on a laptop provided.

“When students are interacting in a group and sharing answers, they have to argue among
themselves and make sure everyone agrees on the final answer,” says Kim Yeow.

In order to persuade others, a student must not only understand the concepts, but also be able to
articulate what they know.
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“There are some students who might take for granted that they know the answers, but may be
unable to verbalize them. As a result, students’ performance in Booklet B of the science paper could
be affected as they are required to answer open ended questions,” he says.

With TBL, teachers can ensure that students have the chance to air their views and receive prompt
feedback to clear their misconceptions.

“It seems that when students speak amongst themselves using their own vocabulary, they are able
to reason it better,” says Ms Wong Liyun, Assistant Year Head of Middle Primary in Pioneer Primary
School. “For them to actualize their own explanations in their own words and teach their friends who
might not have understood only reinforces everyone’s learning. Hopefully we can scaffold
discussions further to help students provide better reasoning in a more scientific way.”

In this student-centric approach, teachers switch from being the sages on stage to facilitators who
walk around addressing problems in individual groups while the rest of the class is engaged in
discussion.

Challenges Implementing Team-Based Learning
As the quality of student discussion during TBL affects its usefulness, one challenge the teachers
faced was grouping students for effective learning.

“We have to be very deliberate, and it works best to have students of mixed progress in the group to
facilitate the transference of learning’,” says Liyun.

When grouped appropriately, TBL reduces students’ dependency on teachers when reviewing
answers. Students are able to actively contribute when they collaborate with others and sharpen
their communication skills by modelling teacher talk. Lower progress students also benefit, as they
are able to learn from their peers who explain their answers to them.

Group dynamics, or the quality of student interaction, is another area of concern.

“Sometimes, we cannot be sure that students did not just decide on an answer by following the
majority. It is also challenging to ensure that students discuss every question in the paper,” shares
Liyun. “This is something the school intends to work on in the future.”

“We have to be very deliberate (in grouping students together), and it works
best to have students of mixed progress in the group to facilitate the

transference of learning.”

– Wong Liyun, Pioneer Primary School

Teamwork and Collaboration Reinforces Learning
Nevertheless, student responses to TBL have been encouraging thus far. Students gave feedback
that they understood their classmates’ explanations and were able to share their views during the
session, showing they were meaningfully engaged.

Analysis of their grades also reveals that compared to other classes where a teacher-centric
approach was used, students who were involved in TBL learnt as much academic content as their
peers. Significantly, these students were also observed to be more vocal, engaged in perspective-
taking, and capable of working cooperatively during team discussions.

The teachers at Pioneer Primary School believe that the chance to speak up empowers their
students to take greater ownership of their learning.

“The empowerment is there when you give them the authority to speak up. Imagine forty students
speaking at the same time, fully engaged in either teaching or learning. Everyone can be an expert
so long as they are able to substantiate their claim. That is the essence of science, which is what we
were lacking in class,” says Kim Yeow.

Liyun agrees, adding, “We found t  hrough this project that preparing students for exams and
developing 21st Century Competencies need not be a dichotomy. Moving forward, we can
incorporate student-centric pedagogy into the classroom to really help students develop these
competencies without compromising on their learning.”
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Chiam Kim Yeow is the Level Head of Science, and Wong Liyun is the Assistant Year Head of
Middle Primary at Pioneer Primary School. This article is based on their presentation “From
Examination Ready to Future Ready – The Use of Team-Based Learning for Reviewing
Answers” at the Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference 2017.
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Learning Science Through Inquiry
To promote deeper learning and nurture self-directed learners in the classroom, Teck Ghee
Primary School found it necessary to redesign their approach to science. They share the
process undertaken as they shifted towards inquiry-based learning where pupils are
empowered to take greater ownership of their learning.

Science teachers Chaw Tee and Alia find that inquiry is effective
in getting students to ask questions and develop an interest in
science beyond examinations.

In inquiry-based learning, pupils are given questions and work individually or collaboratively to
explain scientific concepts, using evidence to support their thoughts and claims. The process of
inquiry is facilitated by teachers who help pupils make connections and build their understanding of
concepts.

“When we ask ourselves, ‘What are we learning?’ this is done in the spirit of inquiry,” says Science
teacher Ms Alia Alkaff. As curiosity and exploration are at the heart of inquiry, the school hopes to
ignite the curiosity of pupils and motivate them to discover for themselves.

To inculcate a spirit of inquiry in learners, it employs two conceptual models – experiential learning
and culture of thinking.

Experiential Learning
Experiential learning inspires curiosity and empowers pupils to take charge of their learning by
showing them how science relates to real life. By designing lessons to be authentic, student learning
can extend beyond the classroom.

“We create meaningful learning experiences by getting pupils to pull out a sweet potato plant and
infer the function of its roots based on observation,” Alia shares. Based on pupils’ initial
observations, Alia then designs her science lessons to build on their understanding and address any
misconceptions.

“During lessons, we ask them questions to encourage deeper thinking,” she says. “Getting pupils to
write down any questions they may have also enhances their learning.” Alia’s pupils also conduct
their own research before the classroom activity so they are able to provide better answers and
improve their understanding of different plant parts through the lesson.

Culture of Thinking
To complement experiential learning, Teck Ghee’s science classrooms also adopt a culture of
thinking where sharing and discussion are encouraged among pupils.

“This culture of thinking is used to develop students’ thinking process,” Alia explains. The repeated
process of having pupils use evidence to support their thoughts and claims instead of merely
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“When pupils engage in
inquiry from their own
lenses, meaning-making
becomes  dynamic.”

– Chaw Tee on how
experience and exploration
builds pupils’ knowledge

memorizing keywords and answers immerses them in a “thinking culture” in the classroom.

With practice, pupils eventually acquire the skills to share their thoughts and views in the classroom
without the fear of judgement, and monitor their own learning in the process.

“All of this is done in the spirit of inquiry while catering to the pupil’s learning needs,” Alia says. “We
also share our classroom experiences with teachers from different levels to help them understand
the intention of this project and think more critically about their own practice.”

Facilitating the Active Participation of Pupils
Underpinning these two conceptual models is the belief that to foster learning and discussion in the
classroom, pupils need to be active participants during lessons. “Teachers are not the gatekeepers
or transmitters of information; they are facilitators in helping pupils make connections and build
understanding,” shares Ms Neo Chaw Tee, also a Science teacher at Teck Ghee.

To engage her pupils, Chaw Tee created a learning artefact – a setup of four plants consisting of a
complete plant, a plant with a damaged stem, a plant without leaves, and a plant with roots wrapped
in a plastic bag. The plants were left in the classroom where pupils could observe them for a few
days.

“In this teacher-designed task, students have to make sense of their observations and infer the
functions of the plant parts,” explains Chaw Tee. Individually or in groups, pupils explore what they
want to report, research for relevant information and support their claims through self-curated
evidence.

“When pupils engage in inquiry from their own lenses, meaning-making becomes dynamic,” she
says. As they articulate their findings, present their work and receive feedback, pupils are constantly
refining their understanding of the subject.

Teachers help to connect, challenge, deepen and extend pupils’ thinking by probing or asking more
questions. Through active questioning, Chaw Tee finds that pupils can be “led” (rather than simply
instructed) to arrive at the answers to their own questions.

Curricular Innovation as a Live
Artefact
Teachers have also benefited from the school’s
emphasis on innovation through inquiry.

“Our teachers have moved beyond being
implementers to become designers of lesson
experiences,” Chaw Tee says. For them to continue
developing themselves professionally and transform
their teaching practices in the classroom, a culture of
experiential learning and thinking supported by
school-based curricular innovation must be localized
to pupils’ needs and teacher readiness.

For instance, when scaling up pedagogical innovations, teachers must consider both the hardware
(types of tools to use in the classrooms) and heartware (pupil readiness and how much the teacher
is willing to change the way lessons are delivered).

Chaw Tee describes this process of innovation to promote stronger inquiry and self-directed learning
as itself a live artifact – constantly growing and evolving.

“Without the active role of students, teachers and school leaders in contributing to the development
of the curriculum and creating a safe and supportive environment for 
learning, this journey would not have been possible,” she says.

Teachers as Lesson Designers and Practitioners

At Teck Ghee Primary School, teachers function as both lesson designers and practitioners.

As lesson designers, they come up with ways to challenge their pupils’ thinking and get them
to justify their reasoning using artefacts and evidence to deepen their learning. As
practitioners, they ask more open-ended questions and respond to their pupils’ questions by
posing other questions. Instead of spoon-feeding answers, ownership of learning is given to
the pupils who are also able to look at issues more critically.

In short, an effective Science practitioner is one that is confident in facilitating and
encouraging scientific discussions in the classroom with minimal provision of guidance for the
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pupil.

Alia Alkaff and Neo Chaw Tee are Science teachers at Teck Ghee Primary School. They are
part of a team involved in the redesign of the Science pedagogy towards inquiry learning for
primary school pupils. This article is based on their presentation “Towards Inquiry Learning in
Science: Innovation as a Catalyst for Teacher Learning and Change” at the Redesigning
Pedagogy International Conference 2017.
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These teachers from Concord Primary School actively create
a positive school climate through the school’s signature
programme, Precious Moments.

Nurturing Gratitude in Primary School Students
From helping students manage stress and maintain happiness, to building socio-emotional
competencies that will enable them to form strong, positive relationships with others, the
benefits of gratitude are well documented in literature. The challenge is fostering it as a habit
from young. How can one instill an appreciative mind-set in students and build a school
culture of gratitude?

Teaching students to say “Thank you” is important, but gratitude is more than just being polite and
having good manners. “What we want is for it to become a way of life for students,” says Concord
Primary School Head of Department for Character & Citizenship Education (HOD CCE), Ms
Jeannett Lay.

Concord Primary School was one of 2 primary and 4 secondary schools to embark on a pilot project
with the Ministry of Education (MOE) Student Development Curriculum Division (SDCD) in 2015 to
implement Gratitude practices and study their effects on students.

Jeannett describes the project as “part of school efforts to promote the well-being of students
through the cultivation of values”. (See box story below on the benefits of gratitude.)

Leveraging on one of its signature programmes, Precious Moments, that seeks to develop students
morally, socially and emotionally, a core team of teachers and SDCD Officers sought to create a
positive school climate that would allow students to take charge through empowerment and flourish
with gratitude.

Benefits of Gratitude

Studies have shown that gratitude leads to positive well-being as it increases helping
behaviours, life-satisfaction and positive emotions like joy and thankfulness. It builds
resilience as it helps one reframe difficult situations – to heal and find closure in such times. In
addition, it mitigates social comparison and, at the community or societal level, helps to
deepen relationships as it encourages family, peer support and bonding.

Getting Teachers on Board
To make this happen, a whole-
school approach was needed,
starting with the teachers.

“The core team believes that
winning the hearts and changing
the minds of teachers is central to
this approach,” shares Jeannett.

With the firm belief that teachers
should be key drivers of the
project, the school adopted the
4As approach – Awareness,
Application, Advocacy and
Affirmation – to cultivate gratitude
in staff and equip them with the
essential skills to guide students
in gratitude practices (see box
story below about the 4As). SDCD
Officers worked with the school to
conduct workshops for teachers to learn how to incorporate gratitude practices creatively into their
teaching and, more importantly, become positive role models that students could emulate.
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“Role-modelling is important,” says Jeannett. “We also believe that on the ground, it would be good
to have a team of skilled personnel to champion gratitude practices. Hopefully, this will eventually
decrease reliance on input and direction from the planning team to sustain efforts.”

During the workshops, teachers experienced gratitude first-hand through gratitude activities and
reflected on their personal experiences. To integrate efforts and instill common ownership, various
departments were also engaged in the design, implementation and refinement of lesson plans and
activities. For instance, the core team collaborated with the Art Unit to have students design
gratitude postcards. From these experiences, teacher champions who nurture gratitude as an
essential value were formed.

“As there needs to be resonance between what teachers believe in and what they are trying to
implement in school, a lot of effort was dedicated to helping teachers see the project as something
worthwhile,” explains MOE Senior Specialist (Guidance), Ms Yap Bao Ping.

To further reinforce the importance and relevance of gratitude as a value, gratitude initiatives were
not positioned as something new, but aligned with the Character and Citizenship Education
curriculum and existing school programmes.  

The 4As of Cultivating Gratitude

Building a greater sense of gratitude among school staff is key to the whole-school approach.
The 4As of cultivating gratitude are in alignment with the school’s iGIVE culture, as gratitude
ties in well with the Graciousness aspect of iGIVE. iGIVE stands for “I have” Graciousness,
Integrity, Vibrancy and Enterprise.

Awareness: The intent of the project is communicated to teachers, and workshops are
conducted to garner support and assistance from the teachers.

Application: Aside from providing the structure, resources and materials to aid in lesson
delivery, teachers are equipped with the necessary broad-based skills to guide students in
gratitude practices. A core team of teachers are also involved in lesson design.

Advocacy: The active involvement of teachers in the project contributes to the long-term
objective of making gratitude a way of life at Concord Primary School. The school hopes to
groom teachers who can champion gratitude practices and sustain current efforts.

Affirmation: The teachers are intrinsically motivated to cultivate gratitude, as well as
encourage innovation and ground-up initiatives. The school recognises interesting gratitude
activities designed by teachers by openly affirming and sharing their good practices to inspire
others. 

More Thankful, Reflective and Expressive Students
With the introduction of gratitude into the school curriculum and commitment of teachers to nurture
the value in students, Concordians have grown in their understanding and expression of gratitude,
says Jeannett. Teachers also observe that students are more appreciative and thus happier.

“Students enjoy activities like posting on the gratitude wall in their classrooms, creating gratitude jars
which contain gratitude notes, designing gratitude postcards and writing in their gratitude journal,”
she says.

These activities were conducted across diverse platforms including assembly programmes at the
school level, the Form Teacher Guidance Period and CCE Mother Tongue lessons at the class level
as well as during Knowing Me Understanding Me (KMUM) one-to one teacher-student session at the
individual level.

Findings from the pre- and post-surveys administered before and after the project also reveal
significant differences in their students. More students now reflect on things, people and events they
are grateful for, and express their gratitude more often and in varied ways.

“Teachers said that gratitude has become second nature to students,” shares Bao Ping. “When the
gratitude journal was introduced in April 2016, some students were so excited they even backdated
their entries all the way to January!”

To the team, such an enthusiastic response is evidence that students have started to internalize
their learning and form a habit of expressing gratitude.

http://concordpri.moe.edu.sg/about-concord/igive-culture
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“Students enjoy activities like posting on the gratitude wall in their classrooms,
creating gratitude jars which contain gratitude notes, designing gratitude

postcards and writing in their gratitude journal.”

– Jeannett Lay, Concord Primary School 

Extending Gratitude Beyond the School Environment
Moving forward, the school hopes to continue working towards the internalization of gratitude in
Concordians.

“On the school front, we hope to focus on perspective-taking, where Concordians learn to view
things with an appreciative lens,” says Jeannett.

The school also intends to extend gratitude practices to the whole environment by engaging parents.
This is so that Concordians see gratitude as a way of life – something to be consistently practised –
and not just an additional curriculum subject.

It has started doing so by getting parents involved in gratitude activities. During a recent parent-
teacher conference, students wrote gratitude notes to their parents, and parents were encouraged to
participate as well by writing gratitude notes to the teachers with their children. Resources on how to
practise gratitude are also made available to parents through the school’s website.

“We want to strengthen our relationship with parents so that in time to come, there will be parent-
champions whom we can tap on [as advocates],” explains Jeannett.

Just as the project has convinced teachers of the importance of nurturing gratitude, with the
platforms to learn about and express gratitude, parents too can become role models who
intentionally nurture gratitude in their children.

Jeannett Lay Jia Xin is the Head of Department for Character & Citizenship Education (CCE)
at Concord Primary School. Goh-Ng Hwee Chien and Yap Bao Ping are Senior Specialists,
and Kimberley Croy is a Guidance Officer with the MOE Guidance Branch. This article is
based on their presentation “Nurturing Gratitude in Primary School Students” at the
Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference 2017.
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Creativity and Being Creative
Professor Robert Root-Bernstein believes that creativity is not an inherent personality trait,
but a process that can be taught. In order for educators to help nurture and spark that
creativity in students, one first has to understand: What exactly is creativity and how can one
truly be creative? This article is based on his keynote address at the Redesigning Pedagogy
International Conference 2017.

Professor Root-Bernstein delivering his keynote address at the
Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference 2017.

Problems: The Start of Creativity
Albert Einstein once said that if he were given an hour to solve a problem, he would spend 55
minutes making sure that he understood its ins and outs, and only 5 minutes actually trying to solve
it.

Most curricula, however, focus on the opposite – training students to solve the problem rather than
understand the intricacies of a problem and its formulation. If we seek to nurture creativity in our
students, we have to shift away from fact-based learning that primarily teaches answers and move
towards a problem-directed education that centers on equipping students to understand the nature
of problems and challenges.

So what is creativity? Creativity is the invention, recognition or reformulation of a problem or
challenge in a manner that makes it amenable to resolution in more effective ways.

Thinking Inside, not Outside the Box
Many of us have heard that creativity is about “thinking outside the box”, “breaking boundaries” or
“blue-sky thinking” – these are actually misconceptions about creativity and miss the point about the
nature of a problem.

We know that we can solve mathematical problems only if we use the right methods. Likewise, we
have to apply an appropriate solution to any other problem to bring about resolution.

A problem presents a set of constraints that determines what knowledge, skills, methods and
practices are required to solve it. Looking at the problem as a box, we have to think inside – not
outside – the box, working within the constraints of this problem to devise solutions. It is about
getting into the box and thinking what you can bring or fit inside this box – creativity from constraints.
That is the essence of creating.

Before embarking on the problem-solving process, we must grasp the problem and the better we
understand the constraints associated with it, the closer we will be to finding the solution to it or at
the very least, the area where the solution lies.
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“Efforts to nurture the
creative potential of students
can only take off if students
are filled with curiosity.”

– Professor Robert Root-
Bernstein on the
importance of cultivating the
desire to learn new things

“Many of us have heard that creativity is about “thinking outside the box”,
“breaking boundaries” or “blue-sky thinking”. These are actually
misconceptions about creativity and miss the point about the nature of a
problem.”

– Professor Robert Root-Bernstein, Professor of Physiology at Michigan
State University

Expanding the Box
Creating is about thinking from inside our boxes yet some individuals are more innovative than
others are. This is because they think from larger boxes, which enable them to conceptualize more
ideas and possibilities.

We can expand our boxes and thus strengthen our creative capacity through polymathy – the
extensive understanding of multiple disciplines.

Being a polymath is not simply about knowing a lot, but about being deeply involved in our interests.
An analysis of the profiles of Nobel Laureates reveals that they are three times more likely to have
avocations such as art, craft, music and poetry, which they actively pursue outside their respective
core professions compared with the general public.

Similarly, engineers who have the most number of patents are highly likely to also be artists or
craftsmen.

These exemplifications of polymathy show that being actively involved in a mix of interests can help
us foster a deep understanding of a range of disciplines. As a result, we would also be equipped to
think about problems from multiple angles and identify more constraints. This would then enable us
to develop more ideas and possibilities that can present as effective solutions to problems.

Synthesizing: The Basis of Creating
While polymathy is about mastering multiple disciplines to build our creative capacity, synthesis is
the start of the actual creative process and involves the integration of knowledge and skills
associated with different fields to develop new ideas and possibilities.

American poet-cum-painter E. E. Cummings, who is known for experimenting with poetic form, once
remarked in an imaginary interview, “Tell me, doesn’t your painting interfere with your writing? /
Quite the contrary: They love each other dearly”. On close examination of his poetry, many of which
are word forms of artworks by Cézanne and Picasso, one would realize that his painting skills
indeed complement his poetic prowess.

Just as we can combine our knowledge and skills of similar disciplines such as poetry and painting,
we can also connect the dots between seemingly disparate fields.

For instance, Einstein mentioned that the theory of relativity resulted from musical perception.
Similarly, Alexis Carrel figured out how to make organ transplants possible by stitching organs and
blood vessels together because he had brought the stitching skills that he acquired from his prior
training as a lace maker to the operating theatre – this discovery won him the 1912 Nobel Prize in
Medicine and Physiology.

Apart from proving that even seemingly unrelated disciplines can complement one another, the
discoveries that Einstein and Carrel made also demonstrate that the more knowledge and skills we
can bring to the table, the more ideas and possibilities we can generate and the more problems we
can solve.

Curiosity: The Key Driver
Efforts to nurture the creative potential of students can
only take off if students are filled with curiosity.

Walt Disney once remarked, “We keep moving
forward, opening new doors, and doing new things
because we’re curious and curiosity keeps leading us
down new paths”. The desire to learn and do new
things is thus key to enabling us to develop new ideas
and possibilities. After all, as Sir Ken Robinson said,
“curiosity is the engine of achievement”.
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Ultimately, if we can foster curiosity and wonder in our
students, we will also be able to nurture them to be
effective problem-solvers who will contribute to a culture of creativity and innovation.

Professor Robert Root-Bernstein is a scientist, humanist, and artist. He is currently a
Professor of Physiology at Michigan State University where he studies the evolution of
metabolic control systems, autoimmune diseases, drug development, and the creative
process in the sciences and arts. He has written four books, including Discovering, which was
nominated for the 1990 L. A. Times Best Book of the Year, and Sparks of Genius (co-written
with Michele Root-Bernstein), which won Korean Book of the Year when translated in 2009.

Prof Root-Bernstein serves on the editorial boards of several scientific journals and as editor
for LEONARDO, the journal of The International Society for Science, Technology and the
Arts, for whom he edits a regular section on ArtScience. He exhibits his artwork both in group
and solo shows and collaborates with the transmedia artist Adam W. Brown
(http://adamwbrown.net).

View the full keynote address here: RPIC 2017 Keynote by Prof Root-Bernstein
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tradition is …
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Camera Lens
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in language tend to be good at
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Engaging Every Student with
the Right Platform

With an average of 40 students to
one teacher in a class, it can be
…

Nurturing Gratitude in Primary
School Students

From helping students manage
stress and maintain happiness, to
building socio-emotional
competencies that will enable …
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National Institute of Education and supported by Marshall Cavendish
Education.
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Developing Moral Character and Virtue
If virtues or good qualities of character can be learned, Professor David Carr believes that
they can also be taught. While drawing a distinction between education and schooling,
Professor Carr also emphasizes the need for teachers to acquire good moral values so that
they can be good moral role models to their students. This article is based on his keynote
address at the Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference 2017.

Professor David Carr speaking at the Redesigning Pedagogy
International Conference 2017 on distinguishing between
education and schooling, as well as the importance of teachers
acquiring good moral values.

Virtues Can be Learned and Taught
I am currently a research professor at The Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues at the University
of Birmingham in the UK. The work of the Jubilee Centre can be captured in terms of its goal to
promote qualities of virtue and moral character in education and public life in Britain and more
widely.

Virtue ethics is a fairly recent development in ethical theory, which however goes back to the ancient
Greek philosophers – specifically to the philosophy of Aristotle. Their idea of virtue — in Greek,
arête meaning excellence – is that of the qualities required for a flourishing human life (see box story
below). Virtues are good qualities of character.

Aristotle, in particular, regarded virtues and vices as not innate but acquired. While many qualities of
personality (such as charm or wit) may be innate, qualities of character (such as self-control or
honesty) are acquired and our assessments of them are inherently moral, normative and evaluative.

It is also generally assumed in character attributions that people can do something about
themselves: that they can improve and make themselves morally better. This also presupposes that
if virtues or morally good qualities of character and quality can be learned, then they can also be
taught.

What is Virtue Theory?

Following Aristotle and other ancient Greeks, virtue ethics is therefore an approach to moral
theory that emphasizes the contribution of character and virtue to the development of moral
values, perspectives and sensibilities. To a significant extent, this contrasts with those ethical
approaches that place greater emphasis on duties or good consequences in moral life. To put
it simply, virtue ethics places greater emphasis on the development of good character traits
for a (morally) flourishing human life.

Home › issue 61 jun 2017 › Developing Moral Character and Virtue

The Importance of
Effective Communication

26,514 views

Literature in the 21st
Century

8,180 views

From the Field to the
Geography Classroom

7,465 views

Most Read Articles

Subscribe

Name

E-mail

Subscribe

 I agree to the Terms & Conditions

Tags

Book review Creativity
Education research
English language Meaning-
making Mother tongue
Multimodality Oral
communication Performing arts

Problem solving Reading
Review Social media
Sociolinguistics Tamil language Teach
Less Learn More Visual arts
Website review

Home NIE

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://www.facebook.com/SingTeach
http://vimeo.com/singteach
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/rss
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/current-issue/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/previous-issues/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/topics/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/resources/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/contributions/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/about-us/
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/education/staff/profile.aspx?ReferenceId=62175
http://conference.nie.edu.sg/
http://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/index.aspx
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/category/issues/issue-61-jun-2017/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue50-people/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue50-people/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue47-people01/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue47-people01/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue44-research01/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue44-research01/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/book-review/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/creativity/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/education-research/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/english-language/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/meaning-making/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/mother-tongue/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/multimodality/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/oral-communication/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/performing-arts/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/problem-solving/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/reading/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/review/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/social-media/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/sociolinguistics/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/tamil-language/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/teach-less-learn-more/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/visual-arts/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tag/website-review/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://www.nie.edu.sg/


7/18/2017 Developing Moral Character and Virtue | SingTeach | Education Research for Teachers

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue61-people02/ 2/3

The Difference between Education and Schooling
An important distinction worth making here is the difference between education and schooling.

In fact, one can become a well-educated person without having had any schooling at all. We have
examples of people who have become renowned scholars without the benefits of schooling. But the
same is true vice versa: one may go to school without becoming educated – and perhaps many
people do.

I am not here condemning schooling. Schooling plays an important social role. It is difficult to see
how a modern society and economy could survive without it. Schooling, however, has many
purposes besides education; it is much concerned, for example, with training workers for a
successfully functioning economy.

What we should be wary of is that preparing people for ‘life’ or careers is the same as education.
While it is an important role for schools to train the young in the skills required for life or
‘breadwinning’, the knowledge required for full educational development is not reducible to that
needed to make Singapore or Britain more effective global economies. In particular, the knowledge,
understanding and sensibilities required for a life of moral virtue is not so reducible.

Stories to Cultivate Character and Virtues
So, where may we turn for knowledge or insight into virtuous rather than vicious human life and
conduct: what may help us to understand what it is to live (morally) well rather than badly?

Unlike Plato, Aristotle takes the view that the stories, narratives and broader literature of human
culture are a rich source of insight into human moral character and virtue. This point has been
developed in modern times by such philosophers (and novelists) as Iris Murdoch and Alasdair
MacIntyre.

In this light, the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues of the University of Birmingham has
recently developed a highly successful school programme entitled the “Knightly virtues” project. 

This project is precisely about the use of significant cultural narratives and literature in schools to
help children acquire virtue literacy for a clearer understanding of the implications for good and ill of
better and worse human character.

In this project, stories of (mainly) medieval English knights were used to explore certain moral ideals
of chivalry, honesty and service, since the young children (around the age of 10- or 11-year-old)
targeted in the project love the old stories about knights.

Many of these stories exemplify such virtues as humility, courage and justice and can be used to
help children learn about these traits of character. But, while knights were all male characters, other
stories were used to explore the good character and virtues of exemplary women such as
Shakespeare’s Portia in his play The Merchant of Venice.

This project was implemented in many thousands of British schools and was highly popular with
pupils, teachers and parents. The project developed workbooks and elaborate programmes of
activities designed to help children acquire deeper knowledge of human character and virtues. A
book about this project, authored by David Carr and Tom Harrison and entitled Educating Character
through Stories was published by Imprint Academic in 2015

The Significance of Character Development for Teachers
If character development is important for children and young people, then there is a strong case for
promoting such qualities and virtues in the education and training of the teachers who may be
expected to exemplify such qualities to those they teach.

In this regard, it may be a problem that that we have lately come to construe teacher education as a
matter of acquisition of a set of technical skills of lesson presentation, classroom management and
so on. The focus has been all too often on these skills rather than the “soft” skills of interpersonal
and moral association and engagement.

However, good teaching, is clearly more than technical skill and good teachers need to be people
capable of generating an appropriate moral climate in the classroom that is conducive to mutual
respect between teacher and pupils in the classroom.
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Learning: Fast and Slow; Big and Small

At the Teachers’ Conference 2016, NIE Director Professor Tan Oon Seng gave a humorous but …

Still, good teachers need not only moral character and virtues, since they also generate interest and
enthusiasm in what they teach. Indeed, to generate enthusiasm and curiosity, teachers need to
exemplify these qualities by being curious and enthusiastic themselves. In short, they also need
what Aristotle called the “epistemic virtues”.

At all events, we should appreciate that teaching is a complex and complicated role that requires a
very wide range of personal characteristics and character traits which cannot be reduced to a simple
set of competencies or skills. However, what I have been mainly trying to do today is to emphasize
the central importance of the moral dimensions of good teaching.

“We should appreciate that teaching is a complex and complicated role that
requires a very wide range of personal characteristics and character traits

which cannot be reduced to a simple set of competencies or skills.”

– Prof David Carr on the complexity of the role of an educator today

David Carr is Professor of Ethics and Education in the School of Education at University of
Birmingham, UK. His principal research interests include ethics, virtue ethics and moral
education; the nature of professionalism and professional ethics; aesthetics; and education of
the emotions. He has written widely in these areas and is the author of (amongst many other
works) Making Sense of Education: An Introduction to the Philosophy and Theory of
Education and Teaching London: Routledge.

View the full keynote address here: RPIC 2017 Keynote by Prof David Carr
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SingTeach is a quarterly e-magazine for teachers. We put research within
your reach in practical ways. A print version is also published by the
National Institute of Education and supported by Marshall Cavendish
Education.

Previous Next

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/sitemap/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/privacy-statement/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/terms-of-use/
javascript:window.print()
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/SingTeach_Issue61.pdf
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue57-people01/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue57-people01/
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/education/staff/profile.aspx?ReferenceId=62175
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/index.aspx
https://books.google.com.sg/books/about/Making_Sense_of_Education.html?id=F5tw8iTbDWkC&redir_esc=y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hiO-2Bady7M&feature=youtu.be
http://www.nie.edu.sg/
https://www.mceducation.com/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue61-people01/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue61-contributions01/


7/18/2017 The Professional Learning Community: Facilitating “Teacher Thinking” to Solve Classroom Problems | SingTeach | Education Research for Teac…

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue61-contributions01/ 1/4

Follow Us: 

Home Current Issue Previous Issues Topics Resources Contributions About

The Professional Learning Community: Facilitating “Teacher Thinking”
to Solve Classroom Problems
Contributed by Masturah Binte Abdul Aziz and Tan Yen Chuan, Centre for Pedagogical Research
and Learning, Raffles Girls’ School, for SingTeach Issue 61.

As teachers, we always wonder: Beyond the grades, how do we know our students are learning?
How have we made a difference to their learning? The Professional Learning Community (PLC)
plays a big role to help address these questions. It functions as a learning platform which enables
teachers to learn from each other and develop more effective ways of doing things.

In this article, Ms Masturah and Ms Tan Yen Chuan from the Raffles Girls’ School Centre for
Pedagogical Research and Learning (PeRL) uncover teachers’ thinking processes in the PLC and
delve into how teachers can leverage the PLC to better understand their students’ learning needs.

(Seated) Mrs. Mary George Cheriyan (Deputy
Principal, Centre of Pedagogical Research and
Learning (PeRL) and Community Engagement)
(Standing, from left) Ms. Tan Yen Chuan
(Teacher-Specialist), Mrs Lucille Yap (Head,
Consultancy), Ms. Masturah binte Abdul Aziz
(Senior Research Executive)

An Indigenized Framework to Guide PLC Discussions
According to DuFour (2004), an effective PLC is one which engenders a focus on student learning,
engages teachers in collaborative work, and encourages accountability for results.

RGS uses its own adapted framework, the Create-Implement-Review (CIR) cycle, to guide the
discourse within the PLC (see figure 1 below). Central to this cycle is the focus on evidence of
student learning.

Using this framework, we examined the extent to which the PLC guided teacher practices towards
established standards set by the school and how these practices have contributed to student
achievement.
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Figure 1. The Create-Implement-Review (CIR) framework which guides
professional discourse in the PLC.

We found that the PLC played a strong role in supporting various areas of teachers’ knowledge and
practices.

For example, teachers actively participated in the design of unit/lesson plans, which helped align
their teaching goals to classroom practice. They also rigorously discussed Higher Order Thinking
(HoT) teaching strategies to engage and challenge learner.

“We take turns designing the lesson plans and after the lesson ends, we would discuss our
experiences. What’s the feedback on the lesson plan and how can we improve on the teaching?”

– Quote from Teacher A

Teachers also took collective ownership in establishing teaching standards specific to the discipline.
This included refining assessment practices such as integrating formative and summative
assessments effectively into classroom teaching and learning.

Focus on Student Learning in the PLC
According to Guskey (1997), successful professional development efforts center primarily on issues
related to learning and the learners. We found that the potential of the PLC for improving student
outcomes could be further tapped. One question we should always ask in the PLC is, “How do we,
as teachers, respond to student learning?”

This “responsiveness” may include being able to identify the individual differences among students,
cater to their individual learning needs, and address students’ difficulties in understanding what they
are being taught.

Although the CIR framework emphasizes evidence of student learning in the PLC, we found that
only half of the teachers surveyed felt that the PLC had a positive effect on their responsiveness to
student learning.

Leveraging on the PLC
We recommend some strategies to increase the effect of the PLC on students’ learning outcomes.

1) Skilful facilitators are important in leading meaningful PLC discussions. Senior teachers or Head
of Departments can play a bigger role to consciously engage teachers in more professional
conversations that zone in on student learning in the PLC.

Questions to Ponder

On student learning in the PLC: How have our students progressed in their learning?
Are they having difficulty learning this topic? What are their needs?
On instructional decisions in the PLC: What interventions are needed? Do we need to
adjust content or activities for different groups of students?
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On the review of unit plans in the PLC: Was the assessment effective? Did the
strategies used help students to learn better? Could more differentiation be employed
level-wide for this unit?

2) Some structure is necessary to lead the direction of the PLC to its intended outcomes. The
Professional Development Department could cascade some guiding questions for the department
leaders to facilitate professional conversation towards a learner-centred and data-driven PLC.

The table below shows how some questions asked during PLC discussions can be modified to have
a more learner-centred focus.

Common questions asked in the
PLC  Recommended questions to include in the

PLC

Is this assessment effective? → Have our students demonstrated
improvement in their learning outcomes?

What sort of Formative Assessments
should be included in this unit plan?

→ Are our students learning with more purpose
now?

How will these Differentiated
Instruction strategies implemented in
class help students to learn better?

→ Are our students having difficulty learning this
topic in class? Have they found less difficulty
learning this topic with the DI strategy?

What are the HoT techniques we
should employ level-wide for this
module?

→ To what extent are our students actively
engaged in this module?

3) Assessment data plays an important role in driving student achievement. There are different
types of data such as diagnostic tests and assessment scores that can be collected to analyse
student learning. Other evidences that can be used to address students’ learning are samples of
students’ work, such as portfolios and reflections.

Some PLC groups had taken initial steps to use student assessment data as part of their
discussions. These groups had greater insights into their students’ learning, and used the data to
inform their practice.

“As practitioners, because you are teaching, you are most familiar with it on the ground.. and you’ve
got to understand what’s happening as well. Analyzing the assessment data might generate more
information for you to make a certain decision.”

– Summarized by Teacher B

Conclusion
According to Bolam et al. (2005), a key purpose of the PLC is to increase teachers’ effectiveness as
professionals with the goal to enhance students’ learning.

With full school support and a collaborative culture, the PLC is able to facilitate development of
teachers’ knowledge and practices and support the translation of knowledge gained into practice.

In order to sustain the effectiveness of a PLC in growing teacher capacities, it is important to always
keep in mind the central goal of any professional learning initiative: the learner.
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