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Outdoor Education for Today’s Youth
The great outdoors is not only a place for adventures and exploring what Mother Nature has
to offer, it also provides many other benefits to our youth for their holistic development. In
this issue’s Big Idea, we speak to SingTeach Guest Editor Professor John Wang from the
Physical Education and Sports Science Academic Group at NIE and a group of outdoor
educators and enthusiasts. They discuss the importance of helping youth cultivate the love
of nature and how to encourage them to get outdoors more often.

(From left) Tay Kim Seng, Sherlyn Goh, Professor John Wang, Tan Boon Seng, Dr
Saravana Pillai Arjunan and Loh Kee Seng.

The National Push for Outdoor Education
In 2016, Minister for Education (Schools) Mr Ng Chee Meng announced that stronger emphasis will
be placed on outdoor education in the coming years through the National Outdoor Adventure
Education Master Plan. The plan will make outdoor education compulsory in every Singapore
school.

“Outdoor Education is another platform that provides rich learning experiences outside the
classroom for building resilience, tenacity and ruggedness in our youth,” said Minister Ng in
Parliament during the Committee of Supply debate in April 2016 (Ng, 2016).

For many of the outdoor educators we spoke to, this announcement was a welcome one.

Benefits of Being in Nature
“I have always been a strong believer in outdoor education and also in the need to be close to
nature,” says Professor Wang. “Nature allows us to rediscover and recharge ourselves, and
promotes overall well-being.”

Besides building physical fitness and promoting well-being, outdoor educators agree that meaningful
interactions with nature can help students develop the values and competencies crucial for their
personal, social and professional development in today’s VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex,
ambiguous) world.

Dr Saravana Pillai, a teaching fellow from NIE who challenged himself to scale Everest this year,
shares an example of how outdoor experience can develop our ability to cope with difficulties in life.

“Outdoor education mimics life at large. If you experience a problem, there may not always be
people around to help, so you need to learn how to pick yourself up,” he says. From the expedition,
he learned the importance of educating youth about determination and perseverance, and how
these are crucial for success in an ever-changing world. (Read about his expedition in “Equipped for
Everests“)
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“I have always been a strong believer in outdoor education and also in the
need to be close to nature. Nature allows us to rediscover and recharge
ourselves, and promotes overall well-being.”

– Professor John Wang, Physical Education and Sports Science Academic
Group, NIE

Nurturing Cultured Citizens
Indeed, many schools today are pursuing character development through outdoor education.
Instead of emphasizing the acquisition of outdoor skills, schools like Ahmad Ibrahim Secondary
School (AISS) and Zhenghua Secondary School focus more on inculcating values and leadership
through their outdoor programmes.

Mr Tan Boon Seng, Subject Head of Physical Education (PE) at AISS, shares: “My school started
out with adventure-based programmes that focused on the outdoor experience and skills. Gradually,
we progressed to character-building through outdoor education and environmental education has
today also become an important component of AISS’s outdoor programme.”

“It is important to connect students to place, community and nature, so we should not overly focus
on adventure activities,” explains MOE Senior Specialist in Outdoor Education, Mr Tay Kim Seng.
“There are many other aspects to outdoor education such as education for sustainability and nature-
based education.”

As schools embrace the richness of outdoor experiences, what is emerging is an effort to connect
students to nature and the environment, to cultivate in them an appreciation for different places, or
what is also termed “sense of place”. (Read “Fostering a Sense of Place Through the Outdoors” in
this issue.)

“The idea is to encourage students to start caring about the environment and the world around them
through environmental education,” says Mr Loh Kee Seng, Head of Department (Physical Education
& CCA) at Bedok Green Secondary School. “It is about nurturing cultured citizens. Sense of place is
a tool to facilitate learning as we embark on this journey.”

“It is important to connect students to place, community and nature, so we
should not overly focus on adventure activities. There are many other aspects
to outdoor education such as education for sustainability and nature-based
education.”

– Tay Kim Seng, Ministry of Education, Singapore 

Being Comfortable with Discomfort
However, getting youth to be actively involved in outdoor activities is not easy, many educators say.
From video game consoles to smartphones, a plethora of reasons exist as to why today’s youth may
prefer to stay indoors.

To encourage participation in outdoor pursuits, educators must first help students overcome their
reservations and get comfortable with the idea of being outdoors. “For kids to get comfortable, they
must enjoy the experience,” says Kim Seng.

He notes that while many tend to perceive outdoor learning as largely adventurous and thus carrying
a certain degree of risk, outdoor education does not necessarily entail physically strenuous
activities. It can also include nature-related activities such as bird-watching in the park. Such
activities are not physically demanding and offer equally beneficial learning experiences.

“So when we say we want students to ‘experience discomfort’, we don’t mean for them to be
completely out of their comfort zone,” says Kim Seng. Instead, outdoor education aims to help
individuals become comfortable enough to want to embark on an outdoor activity despite knowing
that there might be potential discomfort.

Encouraging Student Participation in Outdoor Activities
Educators say it is a challenge to get students to actively participate in outdoor activities, and they
have had to come up with creative strategies to encourage participation.

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue63-research01
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“My school’s approach is to emphasize the ‘feel good factor’ of outdoor education,” shares Boon
Seng. This includes simple gestures such as giving students constant encouragement and talking to
their parents to allay their concerns. “We also ensure that the outdoor experiences, while
challenging, are also fun and provide opportunities for positive learning experiences through
achievement.”

Another method used by Zhenghua Secondary School is to involve students in the planning of the
activity itself. “The time and effort invested in organizing a camp gives students a sense of
ownership and responsibility, and in turn encourages them to participate,” says Head of the PE
Department, Ms Sherlyn Goh. (Read “Nurturing Young and Confident Learners” in this issue.)

“We also ensure that the outdoor experiences, while challenging, are also fun
and provide opportunities for positive learning experiences through
achievement.”

– Tan Boon Seng, Ahmad Ibrahim Secondary School 

Making Outdoor Education a Part of Life
With these efforts to encourage students to get outdoors more often, educators hope to see
students being comfortable outdoors and adopting a healthy lifestyle over the weekends.

“If we observe many people cycling and camping outdoors, we know we have done a good job,”
says Boon Seng. “But more than just that, we should also encourage our students to influence their
parents to spend time outdoors.” Free and unstructured outdoor play as a family can strengthen
bonds, whether it is gardening, having a picnic, or simply relaxing in the backyard.

Ultimately, the value of outdoor education lies not only in promoting physical fitness but also
preparing students for life. “Outdoor education can build resilience and help kids learn to deal with
failure, an essential trait for future success,” says Professor Wang. He therefore hopes that more
outdoor programmes can look beyond teaching outdoor skills to focus more on character
development, and challenge students in a variety of ways to bring about meaningful learning.
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Fostering a Sense of Place Through the Outdoors
A common perception among teachers and parents is that outdoor learning focuses largely
on adventure activities that carry a certain degree of risk. Extending outdoor education to the
wider school community while mitigating this negative perception requires a deeper look into
the philosophies behind outdoor education and how it can lead to real, authentic learning for
students.

Beyond participating in outdoor activities, Kim Seng believes it
is important that students reflect on their experiences in order to
learn.

Kayaking, hiking and mountain-climbing – these are some activities that come to mind when one
thinks of outdoor education. However, outdoor education is more than just participation in such
adventures.

Reflective and Experiential Learning
According to Mr Tay Kim Seng, Senior Specialist (Outdoor Education) at the Ministry of Education
(MOE), one of the key philosophies behind outdoor education as espoused by John Dewey is that of
experiential education: providing an educative experience rooted in real world situations. Dewey’s
philosophy further suggests that if students do not reflect on their own learning and apply the
learning into future situations, the experience may not be educative.

“To make an experience educative, it is not enough to just expose students to outdoor activities,”
says Kim Seng. “We need to bring them to the next stage of reflecting on what they have been
experiencing in order for them to learn. This is a critical aspect of experiential learning.”

“We need to help our children be more inquisitive about the environment.”

– Kim Seng, on the need to look beyond the adventure aspect of outdoor
education

Place-based Learning
One way educators can emphasize reflection during outdoor activities is through place-based
learning. While outdoor education is invariably about the acquisition of outdoor skills through
adventure activities, it should not neglect the insights and knowledge that students can gain from the
outdoor spaces themselves, says Kim Seng.

His research centres on the concept of place-based learning, which seeks to help students develop
an awareness, sensitivity and concern for the environment.
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By incorporating place-based learning into the outdoor education curriculum, teachers can create
more authentic learning experiences for their students. “Getting kids to learn more about place,
people and the natural world helps us to educate for the larger aim of sustainability,” he explains. “It
also leads to community-based learning and citizenship education.”

Gaining Both Skills and Knowledge
To implement place-based learning, a fundamental question about outdoor education 
the teacher should ask is: What does the place have to offer in terms of opportunities for student
learning? Instead of treating a place as a mere “backdrop” to an activity, immersion into different
environments can help students become more aware of places and people, and develop curiosity
about their surroundings.

He cites an example of how a school trip to Kota Tinggi in Malaysia can be a valuable opportunity for
students to learn about the significance of a place.

“There was one school that brought their students on a kayaking expedition along the Johor River in
Kota Tinggi and many of these students did not know that a large part of our water supply from
Johor River is treated there,” says Kim Seng. Such a situation is an opportunity for students to learn
about the historical significance of Kota Tinggi and the water scarcity problem Singapore faces.

“There are many potential learning opportunities when you combine place-based learning with
adventure learning, so the focus shouldn’t just be kayaking,” he adds. “We need to help our children
be more inquisitive about the environment.”

In this case, place-based learning could also involve students interacting with the people living along
the river bank to better understand real world issues such as water scarcity and environmental
degradation.

Education for Sustainability
With challenges such as climate change facing us,
Kim Seng hopes that outdoor education will eventually
be more broad-based to include environmental
education and education for sustainability.

“In Outward Bound Singapore (OBS), they teach our
students to adhere to the ‘leave no trace’ principles to
protect our natural spaces, but education for
sustainability goes beyond that,” he says. “We need to
educate our students on the scarcity of natural
resources and the need to live sustainably on a daily
basis. Place-based learning is one approach to do
this.”

One way to practise sustainable living is to start with the classroom. By fostering a sense of
attachment to a place – in this case, the classroom – students naturally learn to conserve energy (by
switching off the lights) and keep the classroom clean (by picking up litter on the ground), among
other things.

“At the primary school level, we encourage teachers to start in the classroom and school backyard.
At the secondary level, we encourage them to bring students out to a local park and community
where they can learn more about the environment and people,” he says. “Given the importance of
education for sustainability, outdoor education can play a more prominent role in preparing students
for the issues confronting us today.”

Tay Kim Seng is Senior Specialist (Outdoor Education) at the Ministry of Education (MOE),
Singapore. A former Physical Education teacher, he is passionate about promoting
reflection and authentic learning.
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John believes that outdoor education is more
than just going for adventure camps or
incorporating outdoor activities into PE lessons.

“With outdoor education, we
can create opportunities for
them to develop essential
traits in life.”

– Professor John Wang,
Physical Education & Sports
Science Academic Group at
NIE

Creating Meaningful Outdoor Learning Experiences
How can outdoor learning be made engaging and meaningful for students? This issue’s
Guest Editor Professor John Wang believes this comes down to having adequate
preparation. To help educators make the most of their outdoor programmes, he shares his
research into the factors that contribute to fruitful outdoor learning experiences.

“The benefits of going outdoors are highly touted,”
shares Professor John Wang from the Physical
Education and Sports Science Academic Group.
Research has shown that outdoor eduction can
promote physical health and mental health, such
as reduce stress, increase happiness and
encourage self-discovery.

Outdoor programmes in school, such as
adventure camps also build resilience and
character through mental and physical
challenges. The process of overcoming their fears
and challenging their limits helps students acquire
important life skills including communication and
problem-solving skills, and the ability to resolve
conflicts.

“This is why I feel that the outdoor component to education is especially important for the next
generation,” he says. “With outdoor education, we can create opportunities for them to develop
essential traits in life.”

Recognizing Mental Blocks to Learning

Nevertheless, outdoor education is more than just
going for adventure camps or incorporating outdoor
activities into PE lessons.

Professor Wang expresses that an important but often
overlooked factor in outdoor learning is the
psychological aspect of it. Many students tend to
perceive outdoor adventure camps as tough, even
torturous. This can result in fear and an unwillingness
to participate even before the programme begins.

“We often hear about the benefits of outdoor
education, but fail to understand the process of
making it useful through certain basic principles such
as mentally preparing students beforehand,” says Professor Wang. “In this, I think we can do more.
We should cultivate students’ love for outdoors and seek to allay fears and other negative thoughts
of students as much as possible.”

With a view to maximizing student learning during outdoor education, Professor Wang and his team
sought to better understand the factors that influence the satisfaction and learning outcomes of
students. Although the research he shared is done with PE trainees, some of the findings are highly
relevant to students as well.

Making it Useful
“Learning and satisfaction is based on personal gain,” shares Professor Wang. In studying the
perceived learning outcomes of 343 pre-service PE teachers who attended a 5-day OBS camp as
part of their outdoor education training, his team found two important factors that influence how
personally useful or valuable participants find such outdoor adventure camps to be.

Home › issue 63 dec 2017 › Creating Meaningful Outdoor Learning Experiences

The Importance of
Effective Communication

37,356 views

Literature in the 21st
Century

13,934 views

From the Field to the
Geography Classroom

8,302 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 OER 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/contributions/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tip-bits/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/resources/
http://www.nie.edu.sg/our-people/academic-groups/physical-education-and-sports-science
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/category/issues/issue-63-dec-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/research/research-offices/office-of-education-research
http://www.nie.edu.sg/


1/26/2018 Creating Meaningful Outdoor Learning Experiences | SingTeach | Education Research for Teachers

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue63-research02/ 2/3

First, quality of support resources such as the facilities, accommodation, food and equipment used
during outdoor camps matters. “We need to ensure that participants are taken care of and supported
in terms of food and equipment and so on,” he says. “While the programme can be tough, simple
things like ensuring they have enough sleep can improve morale and minimize injury.”

More significant than this, however, is the power of personal involvement in influencing these
participants’ learning outcomes and satisfaction. Personal involvement varies from person to person,
and is tied to motivation and connectedness to an activity. “It is about whether the participants see
value in the camp, and this depends on whether it meets their needs,” says Professor Wang.

While the value of any outdoor programme is ultimately relative to the profile of each participant, the
study shows that caring for their well-being can make a difference in how much they learn.

Professor Wang explains, “If we neglect their well-being, the participants will not enjoy the
programme or achieve the learning outcomes we hope for. Conversely, participants who see
personal value in the camp gain more from it. We should keep this is mind when we prepare
Secondary 3 students who will be going for OBS from 2020 onwards.” (See box story below for the
learning objectives of the camp for pre-service PE teachers)

“We often hear about the benefits of outdoor education, but fail to understand
the process of making it useful through certain basic principles such as
mentally preparing students beforehand… We should cultivate students’ love
for outdoors and seek to allay fears and other negative thoughts of students
as much as possible.”

– Professor Wang, on the importance of managing students’ expectations
in outdoor education 

Enhancing Motivation through Preparation
To help students derive maximum benefit from outdoor learning, Professor Wang believes the most
important thing is to first communicate to them the purpose of the outdoor activities.

One way is to give them sense of what to expect through video clips or photographs showing what
previous batches of students have experienced and learnt. Another is by giving them flexibility to
choose from several dates when they would like to attend the camp. Sharing sessions with their
seniors could also help them see personal value in going for the camp.

“Instead of giving them the impression they will suffer under their seniors or instructors during the
camp, the focus should be on enhancing their experience while maximizing their learning. It need
not always be a torturous process,” says Professor Wang.

With greater awareness of how motivation and creating a conducive environment can affect learning
outcomes, Professor Wang hopes that schools will be better prepared to help students reap the
many benefits of outdoor learning.

Learning Objectives for Pre-service PE Teachers

To measure learning outcomes of pre-service PE teachers who are trained to facilitate
outdoor education, John and his team identified 5 learning objectives.

1. Develop specialist knowledge

PE Teachers are expected to acquire knowledge of the theories behind outdoor education
and the pedagogy of facilitating discussions and conducting outdoor lessons. They should
also have an awareness of the trends and issues in outdoor education in other countries.

2. Acquire practical outdoor skills

PE Teachers should achieve proficiency in activities like canoeing, rock climbing, abseiling,
orienteering, field cooking and so on.

3. Apply these outdoor skills in a school setting
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Nurturing Young and Confident Leaders

Many regard leaders as individuals who can motivate or guide others to achieve positive outcomes. …

PE Teachers should be able to apply the skills they learn through the course to their PE
lessons; for instance, by turning their PE lessons into a mini orienteering course, or through
team building activities for their students.

4. Team bonding

PE Teachers should have the ability to work together with others to achieve goals. They
should also exhibit initiative and leadership when the need arises – to resolve conflict, make
decisions and think ahead.

5. Risk-management

PE Teachers should be able to assess the risk involved in different situations or activities and
take the necessary steps to minimize risk.

John Wang is Professor from the Physical Education & Sports Science Academic Group at
the National Institute of Education. He is also Associate Dean, Research Management and
Programmes at the Office of Education Research. His research interests lie in the areas of
Sport and Exercise Psychology and Motivation.
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“The exposure to outdoor
activities develops students’
physical skills, knowledge
and attitude; it also
encourages them to be active
and adopt a healthy
lifestyle.”

– Tan Boon Seng, Ahmad
Ibrahim Secondary School

A Classroom Without Walls
Many might think that outdoor education merely involves giving students a chance to try
their hands at fun outdoor activities. However, converting an otherwise concrete classroom
into one that is surrounded by the natural environment actually provide learners with more
than just that. This inspired Ahmad Ibrahim Secondary School to set its vision to be a place
where all learners have access to the great outdoors as part of the curriculum.

(From left) Yao Zijian, Michael Loke Wing Cheong, Lilian Loh Yen Cheng, Tan
Boon Seng, Ryan Fong Tjen Shan and Toh Wei Xiong Tommy

What better way to get students interested in the natural environment than opening up opportunities
for them to experience learning beyond the concrete classroom?

In 2005, Ahmad Ibrahim Secondary School (AISS) did just that when the Outdoor Learning
Experience (OLE) programme was conceptualized. Led by Mr Tan Boon Seng and five other
colleagues, their primary focus is to expose students to their environment to inculcate their love of
the outdoors and a sense of belonging to the place they live in.

“The exposure to outdoor activities develops students’ physical skills, knowledge and attitude,” Boon
Seng explains. “It also encourages them to be active and adopt a healthy lifestyle.”

The Outdoor Learning Experience

The school’s effort was further affirmed when the
Learning for Life Programme (LLP) was introduced in
2014 by Minister for Education Mr Heng Swee Keat
which emphasizes real-life experiences to develop
character and values, among many others.

“We have been running OLE since 2005 so when the
LLP was introduced, our school leader decided to
make OLE the school’s niche programme under the
LLP initiative,” shares Boon Seng. “Before this, our
niche area was in shooting.”

Jasmine Ser, a household name among
Singaporeans, is one of AISS’ notable alumni who
began her shooting journey with the school’s previous
niche programme.
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However, shooting as a sport could not be offered to every student – a requirement under the LLP
programme – due to the large expenses involved. As such, OLE was a more practical alternative for
the entire school.

As part of the new LLP structure, OLE now revolves around three main domains: outdoor, personal
and social development, and environmental education, which is a new addition.

“Since they are outdoors, it’s a good chance and avenue for us to get them to know about their
environment,” Boon Seng shares, adding that “more importantly, we feel that they can familiarize
themselves with the places we have in Singapore so that they know what they have locally.”

Taking Learning Outdoors

Secondary 1 to 3 students at Ahmad Ibrahim Secondary School participate in various outdoor
activities that build up their soft (personal development) and hard skills (sports abilities).

Secondary 1

Focus: To build resilience and teamwork, develop a sense of awareness to oneself and
others, and instil an interest in exploring Singapore’s natural heritage

Students at this level are not required to stay overnight. For them, the focus is on honing their
outdoor skills. In kayaking, students can attain their one-star certification after learning how to
capsize, recover, paddle and manage the kayak. They also have the chance to do sports
climbing, a sport similar to rock climbing. Students also hike from Henderson Waves to Mount
Faber as well as the Hort Park. The external vendors assist in ensuring students’ safety as
they are required to get around by themselves via the public transport. This helps build their
confidence.

Secondary 2

Focus: To build self-confidence, develop an adventurous spirit and enhance a sense of
belonging through a shared common experience

At the Secondary 2 level, the entire cohort camps at one of MOE’s Outdoor Adventure
Learning Centres (MOE OALCs). They go on expeditions at different parts of Singapore
during the day, which usually take between 6 and 8 hours to complete. For instance, students
will go on a kayaking round-trip from Punggol to Pasir Ris. Every evening, they return to the
OALC and begin a new day of activities the following morning, such as hiking from McRitchie
to Bukit Timah and cycling along the many park connectors around the island.

Secondary 3

Focus: To apply outdoor skills in nature, develop character strength and enhance
environmental awareness

Before OLE became the school’s LLP programme, Secondary 3 students ventured overseas
to Malaysia. The entire cohort was split into three groups of roughly two classes each which
went at different times to keep the numbers small and manageable. However, after the
unfortunate incident in Sabah, activities are now held in Singapore instead. In the span of
three days, students alternate between staying at three different campsites each day – Pulau
Ubin, St John’s Island and Home Team NS. In 2017, an additional day is added for students
to take a day trip to Malaysia to climb a mountain in Kluang, Johor which is about twice the
height of Bukit Timah Hill.

This revamped 3-year programme changes the focus from adventure to journey-based
expeditions. The advantage is that the new programmes are less reliant on technical skills
and instructors, but instead focus more on cultivating a sense of place and creating greater
opportunities for teacher involvement. Through cultivating in students the sense of place, the
school hopes that as the students enjoy nature and appreciate the rich natural heritage in
their own backyard, they will have a desire to protect such places of nature and perhaps even
develop a conviction to champion environmental causes.  

Learning from and Reflecting on Challenges
To build resilience in students; for Boon Seng, that is also something he hopes to achieve through
the OLE programme on top of inculcating a love for the outdoors in them.

When students first hear of the long travel distance they have to embark on for some activities –
such as kayaking a total distance of 16km – many think it is an impossible feat to achieve. “It is okay
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if some students cannot achieve it,” he says. “We will talk to them about the things that they have
learned through the activity itself.”

Following these OLE activities, students pen down their reflections and share their thoughts on how
they have fared with their classmates. “Normally, when students write their reflections, they are quite
superficial – ‘tired’, ‘boring’, ‘interesting’, ‘exciting’,” Boon Seng shares. To address this, Boon Seng
and his team provide students with a structure that helps students to reflect better. “In this structure,
students talk about what happened, how they feel, what they learned and how they can apply it,” he
adds.

Boon Seng feels that doing reflections on the activities are equally, if not more, important to the
completion of the activity itself. Focusing on students’ personal and social developments through the
outdoor experience, reflections encourage students to share more meaningfully about what they
learned about themselves, others and the environment. This way, the internalization of learning goes
much deeper and further.

“Students will share whether they enjoy the activity, whether the activity is challenging, and whether
there is learning opportunity,” he says. “We hope to take them out of their comfort zone so that they
can grow through the challenges they faced.”

And much like the students, the teachers involved also benefit from OLE.

“It is okay if some students cannot complete certain activities – we will talk to
them about the things that they have learned through the activity itself.”

– Boon Seng believes that doing reflections of the activities is important for
students’ learning 

Learning alongside Students
To say that “it is challenging” to get teachers on board OLE is an understatement. Boon Seng shares
that it wasn’t easy to get them involved in the beginning and even if they were, their involvement
varied. But those who fully participated in an experience with their students were surprised to find it
especially rewarding.

“It’s actually very meaningful because when you walk with the kids, you hear them talk and you
really get to know them,” Boon Seng shares. “You can see them out there when they help each
other naturally and you just get to know who they really are. It’s very genuine and authentic.” This is
something that teachers rarely get to see and experience in the classroom setting.

Boon Seng also noticed that increasingly, the AISS teachers are participating in the outdoor
activities with the students and even organizing a cycling trip among themselves. “Before this, they
were non-cyclists. Suddenly, a teacher bought a bicycle for himself and started cycling at the park
connector,” he shares.

For AISS, OLE is now very much a part of the school identity so much so that the OLE t-shirt has
even replaced the school uniform on the school’s graduation bear. There is also strong support from
the school principal, Ms Chew Ing Lim, who speaks with students about their OLE experiences.

Ultimately, Boon Seng admits that a lot of planning and manpower is required for OLE to be
sustainable in the years to come. However, he believes it is beneficial in the long run. He says, “It
achieves many purposes – physical activity, healthy lifestyle and getting to know a place better. It is
definitely worth the effort.”

Tan Boon Seng is Subject Head of Physical Education at Ahmad Ibrahim Secondary School.
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“Outdoor education is more
than just sports and games –
it offers students authentic

Outside the Classroom, Into the Field
With a number of subjects to juggle, worksheets to complete, and exams to sit for, it is not
uncommon for Singapore students to put their focus largely on academic learning in classes.
But turning the pages is Bedok Green Secondary School who have extended students’
learning opportunities far beyond the four walls of the classroom.

Loh Kee Seng (standing, second from right) with Bedok Green Secondary
School’s Physical Education department

For many young people in Singapore, growing up in an urban space provides them with little contact
with the natural environment. However, Bedok Green Secondary School’s outdoor education
programme, as part of the physical education syllabus, offers students just that through its variety of
outdoor activities.

Whether it is knots and lashing, first aid or field cooking, the school’s outdoor programme mainly
aims to develop students’ confidence in their physical abilities and emotional resilience to withstand
challenging situations not just in school but also beyond. Students take on these experiential
challenges that target the building of resilience, collaboration and leadership.

Experiencing Learning First-hand
“Outdoor education is more than just sports and games,” Head of Physical Education Department
Mr Loh Kee Seng says. “It offers students authentic learning experiences that they can then apply in
their daily lives.”

The department’s outdoor education programme also includes an Abseiling Experience session for
Secondary 1, an Outdoor Experiential Learning Camp for Secondary 2 and an Outdoor Adventure
Race for Secondary 3 students. Leading up to the respective activities, the school first equips
students with the necessary skills required to ace them.

For instance, the programme typically kicks off with orienteering (navigational skills using a map or
compass) which includes star and line orienteering. Students can eventually utilize this skill during
their Secondary 2 Outdoor Experiential Learning Camp, which involves plenty of map reading, albeit
urban one.

Self-Discovery through Journaling, Reflecting, and Facilitating

Bedok Green Secondary have already made strides in
their physical education programme with their
introduction of journaling. Students are given time at
the end of every lesson to pen down some of their
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learning experiences that
they can then apply in their
daily lives.”

– Loh Kee Seng, Bedok
Green Secondary School

“The authentic learning
experience gives room for
students to make mistakes
without fear – this is
something that typical
academic lessons don’t
usually offer.”

– Kee Seng, on how
outdoor activities can
provide students with many
learning opportunities 
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reflections based on Borton’s Model of Reflective
Practice (“what”, “so what” and “now what”).

“We have been moving towards this model of
reflection over the past 2 years,” Kee Seng says. “We
help students understand what they have learned,
what they have failed to do, the value of the learning,
and how they can apply it in their lives.”

Through journaling, the teachers learn more about and understand their students better – when they
faced difficulties, why they were angry and why they were not engaged. Understanding these
aspects allow the teachers to improve their lessons and activities.

“We will continue this journey of journaling because when you better understand its value, you will
see that that the reflection is more important that the activity itself,” explains Kee Seng. “A lot of the
learning takes place in the reflection.”

Now in its 4th year running, the journal has since evolved and become a staple in the curricula.
From when it first started out as part of just the outdoor education lessons, it has now organically
grown to encompass all aspects of physical education in the school. It has also become a whole-
school approach where teachers attend workshops to help them be confident and effective
facilitators during the reflection sessions.

However, it was not overnight that Bedok Green Secondary’s Outdoor Education programme came
to be where it is today. It took a lot of patience, trial and error, hard work, and determination.

Rocky Road to Success

Resistance from the students was anticipated
especially when the programme was first introduced
and in its developing stages.

“Outdoor education is not plug-and-play in which
students will instantly accept. We learned this the hard
way and had to work on getting the students’ buy-in,”
says Kee Seng.

He notes that with different group of students come
with different levels of resistance. However, Kee Seng
also noticed that through the school’s introduction of
Outdoor Adventure Club (ODAC) as a CCA, it has
become evident that there are students who will
always take the initiative to motivate and guide their
less enthusiastic classmates in class to be interested
in outdoor adventures.

“Usually, their peers help a lot in getting their buy-in,” Kee Seng shares. “So sometimes you don’t
talk to them directly. Instead, you talk to their friends because once the peers get on board the idea,
the rest tend to follow suit.”

Through the challenge of convincing students on the benefits of outdoor education, Kee Seng has
learnt that plenty of preparation and planning on the teachers’ part are required for it to be
successful. As he puts it, “In outdoor education, if you fail to plan, you plan to fail.” For Bedok Green
Secondary, their success in outdoor education is definitely a story to tell today and the many years
to come.  

Loh Kee Seng is Head of Department (Physical Education & CCA) at Bedok Green
Secondary School. He graduated from NIE in 2008 and has been teaching physical education
and O-Level School Initiated Electives (OSIE) physical education in the school.
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“Outdoor education often
lends itself to situations that
test students’ resilience or
call on them to work with
their peers – these
challenging situations may

Nurturing Young and Confident Leaders
Many regard leaders as individuals who can motivate or guide others to achieve positive
outcomes. A teacher at Zhenghua Secondary School, however, believes leadership is not
only about leading others, but also about moving out of one’s comfort zone. She shares with
us how the school’s outdoor education curriculum gives students the space to develop
themselves and realize their leadership potential.

Sherlyn has found that getting students involved in the planning
stages of outdoor activities can boost interest and engagement.

For Ms Sherlyn Goh, Head of Department (Physical Education) at Zhenghua Secondary School,
leadership is not just about one’s competence or the ability to inspire others. Rather, leadership
starts with the individual and effective leaders have a growth mindset – striving to go beyond
personal limits to achieve the best possible outcomes. Sherlyn believes that this mindset can be
cultivated through physical and outdoor education.

A Growth Mindset
“Outdoor education often lends itself to situations that test students’ resilience or call on them to
work with their peers. These challenging situations may also compel students to face up to their own
fears and expectations,“ says Sherlyn.

Nonetheless, such challenges can be opportunities for students to stretch their potential and grow,
as long as they do not shy away from them.

“It is up to students to overcome the challenges they face and make the best of the experience,”
Sherlyn adds. “If they attend an adventure camp or outdoor expedition with the mindset that they will
tackle challenges head-on and maximize the learning 
experience, they will achieve personal growth.”

To give students room for personal growth, Zhenghua Secondary School provides opportunities for
them to take ownership of their learning through the school’s signature programme in outdoor
education – student-led adventure camps.

Student Ownership Over Outdoor
Programmes
A key feature of Zhenghua Secondary School’s
outdoor education curriculum is the adventure camps
that students plan for and participate in at Secondary
1 and 3. “The school has run both camps for 5 years
and does not engage an external service provider to
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also compel students to face
up to their own fears and
expectations.”

– Sherlyn, on how
outdoor education offers
opportunities for personal
growth

administer the activities,” Sherlyn shares. “In fact, our
students plan and conduct these camps while
teachers play a facilitative role.”

For the Secondary 1 camp, student leaders from
Secondary 2 and 3 plan and administer the activities
while juniors play a participatory role. At the
Secondary 3 level, students come together to
organize and implement their own class expeditions.

Every Secondary 3 student contributes to one aspect
of the outdoor expedition and students get to join a committee that is aligned with their respective
strengths. While students with outgoing personalities often gravitate towards the route planning or
operations committees, others may choose to join the photography or finance committee.

Sherlyn acknowledges that while both teachers and students have to commit more time and effort in
order to bring both camps to fruition, the results are rewarding.

“Involving students in the entire process from conceptualization to execution gives them greater
ownership over these camps,” explains Sherlyn. “They would also develop a better appreciation of
the value of these outdoor education programmes.”

Beyond that, the planning and execution of these camps also gives students the opportunity to take
up leadership roles.

Bringing Out the Leader in Every Student
Sherlyn believes there are two kinds of leaders that students can be – leaders of peers and leaders
of self. The former refers to those who are effective decision-makers and demonstrate the ability to
inspire others. The latter concerns those who are resilient and persevere through challenges.

Although many can envision the confident and outgoing student leading a group during 
an outdoor expedition, it cannot be presumed that introverted students necessarily lack leadership
skills.

“In fact, the quieter students may be the very ones supporting their classmates who struggle to keep
up with the group during an outdoor expedition,” Sherlyn shares. “In doing so, they exemplify their
ability to lead a peer.”

Furthermore, Sherlyn and her colleagues have also observed that many average students are
actually innate leaders. “When faced with a challenging situation during an adventure camp, the
leadership qualities of these students can shine through,” Sherlyn explains.

For those already in leadership positions, an outdoor educational experience can help to build up
their confidence and strengthen their leadership capabilities.

“I once taught a rather shy student, who was tasked with leading the class outdoor expedition by
virtue of being the class chairperson. After the expedition, I noticed that he became a more confident
person and his classmates were more receptive to him,” recounts Sherlyn.

“When faced with a challenging situation during an adventure camp, the
leadership qualities of these students can shine through.”

– Sherlyn believes that outdoor activities can open up opportunities for
some students to exhibit their leadership 

Developing Environmental Consciousness
Sherlyn’s department has received encouraging feedback from students and witnessed positive
student outcomes from the two camps – these motivate them to continue running the outdoor
programmes for future cohorts.

Nonetheless, in order for future generations to enjoy the same outdoor experiences,
today’s students must understand the importance of protecting outdoor spaces and develop a
sense of responsibility for the environment.
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Nurturing Young and Confident Leaders

Many regard leaders as individuals who can motivate or guide others to achieve positive outcomes. …

“Many children of today are somewhat disconnected from the environment as they spend much of
their time indoors and are also preoccupied with their electronic gadgets,” explains Sherlyn. “We
hope that outdoor education will help to sensitize students to the environment and foster an
appreciation for outdoor sites.”

If today’s students feel a sense of attachment to the environment and are able to lead efforts in
protecting outdoor spaces, future cohorts of students will also benefit from the same sites and enjoy
fruitful outdoor educational experiences.

Sherlyn Goh is Head of Department (Physical Education) at Zhenghua Secondary School and
has been a PE teacher for 14 years.
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Paving the Way, Leading by Example
A pioneer in outdoor education, Mr Robert Tan is behind some of the first public sporting
activities in Singapore and has contributed to shaping the Physical Education (PE) syllabus
in schools. Now 77, he has lost none of his passion and vigour for sport, and continues to
inspire through physical feats of endurance. He shares the story of how he got into PE, the
work he has done over the years to promote outdoor activities, and his belief in the power of
sport to enrich lives.   

Robert’s lifelong passion for sports drives him to continually
improve outdoor education in Singapore.

Humble Beginnings
Having grown up in the countryside, Robert Tan remembers his childhood as “nothing but play”. In
fact, the former Director of Sports Excellence at the Singapore Sports Council (now known as Sport
Singapore) did poorly throughout school and barely passed his final exams to graduate.

He shares: “I failed throughout until my father passed away right before I took my final exams.
Maybe that woke me up, and I managed to pass my exams in the few subjects I took – 
Religious Knowledge, Art and Health Science.”

Given his educational background, Robert’s foray into Physical Education as a career seems almost
a happy accident. After working as a mining labourer in Malaysia, he landed a job as a trainee
teacher at the Teacher’s Training College (TTC). He recalls, “At TTC, you had to take a principal
subject. I could not do English, Math or even Science, but I saw one – PE – that suited me because
I was a kampong boy. I was so happy.”

Little did he know, back then, that this would be the beginning of a prominent career in sports and
physical fitness. Robert did so well in the course at TTC that he won a scholarship to further his
studies in Physical Education at the University of Leeds. Before furthering his studies, he taught PE
for 8 years at a primary school and 2 years at a secondary school.

He explains that his stint at the primary school was pivotal in awakening his passion for PE.

“Teaching at the Jalan Eunos School transformed me,” he says. “I blossomed under the guidance of
the principal who was someone I really admired. Although I was nobody of significance then, she
made me feel that my ideas for PE were valued.”

Laying the Foundation for Physical Fitness
After completing his studies, Robert brought his expertise, enthusiasm and desire to contribute to
the Ministry of Education’s new Extra-Curricular Activities Centre (ECAC), where he was
instrumental in introducing outdoor activities in schools and setting up the Junior Sailing Club in
1973. Later, he joined the newly created Singapore Sports Council (SSC). It was here that he laid
the foundations for the pursuit of a physically active and healthy lifestyle for all Singaporeans.

Home › issue 63 dec 2017 › Paving the Way, Leading by Example

The Importance of
Effective Communication

37,356 views

Literature in the 21st
Century

13,934 views

From the Field to the
Geography Classroom

8,302 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 OER 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/contributions/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/tip-bits/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/resources/
https://www.sportsingapore.gov.sg/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/category/issues/issue-63-dec-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/research/research-offices/office-of-education-research
http://www.nie.edu.sg/


1/26/2018 Paving the Way, Leading by Example | SingTeach | Education Research for Teachers

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue63-people01/ 2/3

“I started out as a Senior Sports Officer (Planning) at SSC and was responsible for promoting
outdoor physical activities,” he says. “I was inspired after reading that in Scandinavia, there were
fitness stations along jogging tracks where people could do strengthening exercises while they jog,
so I built the first fitness corner at MacRitchie Reservoir Park. It was constructed with logs as I
wanted it to be rustic.”

In the mid-70s when jogging and aerobics were the craze, he seized the opportunity to motivate
more Singaporeans to pick up jogging as a sport by introducing the National Aerobic Fitness Award
(NAFA) as a way for people to evaluate their aerobic fitness. Adapted from the standards set out in
the well-known Cooper test, NAFA became extremely popular as participants could win badges if
they did well in the 2.4-kilometre jog.

“I contacted Kenneth Cooper, who is widely known as the father of aerobics, to ask for permission to
adapt his test for use in Singapore, and he agreed,” says Robert. Working together with the then
Head of the Sports Science Centre at SSC, Dr Giam Choo Keong, who initiated the project, he
continued to improve the test, eventually creating the National Physical Fitness Award (NAPFA), a
test for all-round fitness, in 1982.

“Outdoor education provides valuable opportunities for learning through
self-discovery. … It is not a matter of teaching students to rock-climb or canoe
well. Rather, the idea is to train them not to give up so easily in the face of
difficulty.”

– Robert, on how outdoor activities can build character

Helping Students Learn to Love the Outdoors
That NAPFA is still being used in schools today is testament to the value of Robert’s contribution.
Yet despite setting the benchmark for physical fitness in schools, he believes there is more to fitness
than just doing well in NAPFA. To him, an outdoor component in PE is essential to help students
develop the skills and attitudes needed to live meaningful lives.

“Outdoor education provides valuable opportunities for learning through self-discovery,” he says. “It
is not a matter of teaching students to rock-climb or canoe well. Rather, the idea is to train them not
to give up so easily in the face of difficulty. The motto of Outward Bound School (OBS), ‘to serve, to
strive and not to yield’, reflects this focus.”

While the pursuit of sporting excellence has its place, for the majority of students, Robert feels it is
more important to help them enjoy sporting activities so that they continue participating in them even
after leaving school. As such, he is happy to see the teachers he trained in TTC establishing outdoor
activities in schools and junior colleges, and more concerted efforts to let students experience
outdoor education through OBS camps.

“Instead of always just striving to win, I want to see students enjoying the great outdoors and,
through that, forging friendships and gaining memorable experiences,” he says. “In this way, we can
foster a love of the outdoors from young.”

It’s Not Just a Destination, It’s a Way of Life
Now a retiree, Robert continues to exemplify this belief that outdoor pursuits can and should
continue outside of formal education. Through years of engaging in outdoor activities and
challenging his limits, he has shown that age is no barrier to feats of physical prowess.

In 2016, at the age of 76, he walked 800 kilometres to complete a trek called the Camino de
Santiago, a network of walking routes across Spain. This involved walking 20 to 30 kilometres a day
for 38 days in unfamiliar terrain and climate. Two years earlier, he cycled from Bangkok to Singapore
via the Gulf of Thailand and the East Coast of Malaysia with two friends, covering 2,000 kilometres
in 21 days.

Just as his physical accomplishments are awe-inspiring and stereotype-breaking, so too are
Robert’s pioneering efforts in physical education and outdoor learning lessons in taking a leap and
challenging ourselves. As Abraham Maslow once said, “At any given moment, we have two options:
To step forward into growth or to step back into safety.” In choosing the former like Robert, who
exhibits courage and initiative in all his undertakings, we may discover we are capable of more than
we thought.

Robert Tan was Specialist Inspector of Schools (Physical Education) at MOE in the 1960s. He
joined the Singapore Sports Council (SSC) as a Senior Sports Officer (Planning) in the early

http://moe.gov.sg/
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1970s and went on to become the Director in Sports Excellence from 1995-2000. On 1 April
2014, SSC was renamed Sport Singapore.
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Dr Saravana Pillai Arjunan battled mental and
physical challenges to scale the highest
mountain in the world, inspiring others to
overcome their own “Everests” as well.

Equipped for Everests
The road to Mount Everest is not without its challenges. Teaching Fellow Dr Saravana Pillai
Arjunan formerly with the Physical Education & Sports Science Academic Group at NIE
recounts with us the unexpected hurdles of his recent expedition to Mount Everest and his
reflections on how to harness what we have for any “Everests” we choose to overcome.

How did the decision to climb Mount Everest come about and how did
you work towards it?
As a young boy, I watched a documentary on
Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay, who were
the first people to summit Mount Everest back in
1953. Following that, I also attended a talk by the
first Singapore expedition team who scaled Mount
Everest in 1998. When the Singapore Women’s
Everest Team summited the mountain in 2009, I
got in touch with Ms Sim Yi Hui, one of the
summiteers and she was forthcoming in sharing
with me information for the summit of Mount
Everest.

Since then, I have been thinking about climbing
Mount Everest, but what really sealed the
decision was my student teacher Ms Yusrina.
Less than 2 years ago, she beckoned me with this
question: Would you like to come on board? That
was the catalyst that ignited my Everest journey.

Even though I was already keeping fit prior to the climb, I still had to tailor certain training
programmes to prepare for the expedition. I did some familiarization training in India and Nepal. I
climbed up 6000-metre peaks to get myself in tune with all kinds of climbs, while gaining confidence
in the process. Ideally it is better to do 7000-metre or 8000-metre peaks, but I was not able to
complete those in time for the expedition.

Can you share with us your experience of your recent Mount Everest
expedition and its learning outcomes?
I had no issues whilst I made my way towards the base camp. However when we reached the base
camp, I could hear slight crackling noises in my lungs which could be an indicator of High Altitude
Pulmonary Oedema (HAPE), or fluid build-up in the lungs. The worse outcome of this was death and
I was recommended to descend 1000 metres where there was more oxygen to help with the
recovery, which I did. I had to stay there for a couple of days before ascending base camp again.

Along the way back to base camp on an acclimatization climb to Lobuche Peak, I slipped and fell on
the way down after summiting the peak. I sustained a fracture in my left hand from the fall. I also
suffered frostnip on the last two fingers of my right hand. Again, I had to make my way down. I
descended some 1000 metres to recover. I thought I would be able to push on subsequently but I
was strongly recommended not to, as any slightest exposure might not only result in the loss of my
fingers but also hamper the progress and morale of the team. I reluctantly decided not to push on.

When faced with all these challenges during the climb, I had to dig deep into my reserves –
knowledge of self-talk, visualization and breathing techniques – to calm myself down. Many times in
my life when I was about to rise to the occasion, I fell. This was another one of those moments.
These experiences were what brought me back on my feet during challenging moments of the climb.
I leveraged them to propel me forward.

“When faced with challenges during the climb, I had to dig deep into my
reserves to calm myself down. These experiences were what brought me back
on my feet during challenging moments of the climb and I leveraged them to
propel me forward.”
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“Nature is ever evolving and
volatile, much like our life at
large, of which we have no
control over. I can, however,
control the environment that
is within me.”

– Saravana, on how he
pushed himself forward
when met with challenges 

– Saravana, on dealing with difficulties during the climb

How did being in the mountains help you appreciate what you have and
bring you closer to nature?
Having been in the mountains for about 2 months, I am reminded that life is actually simple and
beautiful. The natural elements of the mountain teach you to be grounded and be humble in the
most extreme sense. The mountain has shown me that everyone is equal when they are up on the
mountain. It does not matter who you are or what you may have achieved at home – we are all
equals on the mountain. Some make it to the top while many others don’t.

I grew up in a kampong which offered a lot of outdoor experiences. I was able to climb trees, fall
from them, jump into a pond and catch fishes – these explorations were part of my younger days.
Today, while we are certainly digitally connected thanks to the advancement of technology, we have
also gotten ourselves disconnected with nature and humanity. Being in a rushed society, we tend to
forget to build opportunities for our children’s innate instincts to explore and discover the scientist
within. The outdoors gives us that very access to re-connect with Mother Nature.

Can you describe the relationship between outdoor education and
building resilience?

On a personal level, sports has taught me the value of
picking myself up when I fall, and not to sit down and
languish in self-pity. Challenges are there to make me
stronger and get me to introspect even further. How
do I keep that focus even though I am hampered by
challenges? Nature is ever evolving and volatile,
much like our life at large, of which we have no control
over. I can, however, control the environment that is
within me by engaging in self-talk, and keeping myself
calm and composed.

That aside, outdoor education in the form of outdoor
adventure courses provide a platform to bring out the
best in students. When students are out there on a
high element course, they might have a fear of
heights. What could they do in order to overcome that? With the instructors giving them the right
encouragement and setting them up in conducive environments, that would hopefully give them the
resilience for them to at least try and overcome those challenges.

Even if they do not overcome such challenges immediately, they at least have the awareness of
where their challenges lie and how they can overcome them. With more time, they would be able to
overcome those many “Everests” in their paths.

Given the recent emphasis on outdoor education, what advice do you
have for educators who are new to this?
First of all, you need to lead by example. Hopefully, outdoor educators will have the understanding
of why the outdoors is important, because if they as propagators don’t believe in it then I think the
whole purpose will fail.

As outdoor educators, we should be open. We may not be specialists in every sport or activity, but
we should at least have an understanding of how it’s done. When I first started out in primary
schools and was working my way to junior colleges, I knew very little about the outdoors, be it
conducting them or organizing them for the students. However, I wasn’t shy to ask questions, and
found that when I did ask questions, the answers came from people who were passionate about
outdoor sports.

If you don’t know, just ask. The greatest knowledge one can have is to understand what one needs
to know and be brave enough to say: I’m sorry but I don’t know the answer.

Saravana Pillai Arjunan was formerly Teaching Fellow with the Physical Education and Sports
Science Academic Group at NIE. He also previously served as a Physical Education teacher,
Sports Secretary and Head of Department during his teaching stint at schools from primary
school to junior college level. He was part of the three-member NTU-NIE Everest Team that
went on an expedition to Mount Everest in 2017.
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3 Ways to Make Sports Day Engaging for Every Student
Every annual sports day event in schools tends to appeal to only a select few – young and
competitive student athletes. The rest of their peers spend the day at the stadium as
spectators and/or cheerleaders. What are some ways we can do to alleviate this and promote
an inclusive culture of sports day that gives each and every student the opportunity to
participate actively in physical activities?

A team of teachers at Ahmad Ibrahim Secondary School came up with three ways to make this
annual sporting event in schools fun, engaging and educative for all their students, athletic or not.

1. Introduce a Variety of Activities
Place your focus away from just the traditional 200-metre or 4×100-metre race and provide students
with a range of other activities to choose from. AISS introduced the concept of game stations at their
annual sporting event where various simple outdoor activities such as cup-stacking are available for
students to participate in. The availability of other water activities such as dragon boating or
kayaking can also appeal to students who do not see the appeal of competitive runs.

The variety of activities gives them the chance to try out a new sport while at the same time allowing
them to enjoy a physical activity of their choice. The ultimate aim should be to get every student, and
not just the competitive ones, involved in outdoor activities. The usual racing events can still be open
for the more competitive student athletes who want to challenge themselves physically.

2. Divide and Conquer
Ensure deeper student engagement during the activities by splitting them into smaller groups. You
can divide the class into teams of 10 students to ensure everyone has a chance to participate.
Activities that encourage the team to work together to overcome a challenge or complete a task are
highly encouraged as it fosters teamwork and cooperation. You can also involve most of the class in
water activities by allocating roughly 20 and 6 students in the dragon boat racing and kayak racing
events respectively – do ask them which they prefer! Remember: The goal is to encourage them to
participate in physical activities.

3. Assign Responsibility to Students
With great power comes great responsibility. Empower your students by letting them take over
logistical organization for the event! This will naturally lead them to feel a sense of responsibility
towards the logistics involved in the event, which includes planning for transportation to the event
venue (via the public transport), meals (bringing their own food and drink), and safekeeping of
personal belongings (helping each other to watch their own bags). This will allow you to focus on
making the sports activities more enjoyable for them instead of worrying about the logistical aspects
of the event. Most importantly, students can learn how to be more responsible and independent – a
win-win situation for everyone!
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These tips were extracted from an interview with Mr Tan Boon Seng, Subject Head of
Physical Education (PE) at Ahmad Ibrahim Secondary School in “A Classroom Without Walls”
from SingTeach issue 63.
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