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ST66 Guest Editor’s Note

Guest Editor Prof Low Ee Ling

Every year, we celebrate Teachers’ Day as a way of expressing our gratitude to our nation’s
educators. The celebration honours them and recognizes the positive impact they make—not only in
the classroom, but also in their students’ lives.

As a teacher educator, I believe we need to prepare future-ready teachers for future-ready learners.
But what, exactly, does it mean to be “future-ready”? The term in itself poses a contradiction—how
can you be future-ready when the future is so uncertain?

In an unpredictable world, teachers should be equipped with problem-solving skills that will enable
them to come up with innovative solutions. More than that, teachers should also have the ability to
anticipate possible new problems that are likely to confront us in the future.

To be an effective educator, we must constantly ask: How can we improve our quality of teaching?
Why is it important to continuously develop ourselves professionally as we teach? What are some of
the ways in which we can help students be motivated to learn?

On a positive note, we have just graduated our inaugural batch of teaching scholars from the
Teaching Scholars Programme, with the pioneer batch of 33 students being called to the profession
at the recent NIE Teachers’ Investiture Ceremony in July this year.

Having completed this 4-year programme by NTU and NIE that grooms aspiring teachers to become
“future leaders” of education, they exemplify our mission to groom “Future-Ready Teachers for
Future-Ready Learners”. You can read a few of these teachers’ motivations and hopes for the future
in the In Their Own Words article.

The feature article in Classroom Perspectives will also shed some light on the importance of teacher
mentoring in every educator’s early years of teaching.
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Beyond just delivering content, an effective teacher also guides young people to be useful and
responsible citizens of the country. One cannot over-emphasize the role of teachers in Singapore:
nation-builders who shape the future of our nation, one student at time.

– Prof Low Ee Ling

Low Ee Ling is Dean of Teacher Education at the National Institute of Education, Singapore.
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Guest Editor Low Ee Ling believes that at the
heart of any good teacher is the care for the

learner.

“Children don’t always learn
by being told what to do.
They learn by seeing what
we do.”

– Low Ee Ling, on students
looking to teachers as their
role models 

Being a 21st Century Educator
Besides imparting knowledge in engaging ways, it is even more important for teachers to
inculcate values and develop students’ characters to help them to thrive in today’s volatile,
uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) world. Prof Low Ee Ling, Dean of Teacher
Education, elaborates on what it means to be a teacher in the 21st century and why holistic
development is central to today’s teaching and learning.

Picture this: You see a mother and her child
leisurely reading books on the train – an
uncommon sight amidst widespread technology
use today. Curious, you ask the mother how she
encourages her child to read a book when the
young today prefer YouTube and Instagram.

The mother replies, “Children don’t always learn
by being told what to do. They learn by seeing
what we do.”

Prof Low, who is also from the English Language
& Literature Academic Group at NIE, notes that in
the same way that children model their parents’
behaviours after spending many hours in a day
with them, students likewise model their teachers
as they see them nearly every day for 6 to 8
hours.

“Such regular contact cannot be understated,”
says Prof Low. “After all, teachers are at the
forefront of shaping the lives and minds of
students. If they are to nurture students to be
good individuals, they must first exemplify what it
means to be a ‘good’ person.”

At the Heart of the Teacher
Prof Low explains that there are many different
characteristics that a “good” teacher should have.

This includes having a passion to teach and the ability
to adapt one’s teaching methods to suit the diverse
learning needs of students.

Even then, there are also just as many terms,
definitions and even perspectives that may change,
evolve or be replaced.

If so, is there a constant that is able to transcend
temporal factors like culture, time and language?

Prof Low has the answer: “At the heart of any good
teacher is the care for the learner. This has always
been, will continue to be and must never ever change.”

She vividly remembers how a former teacher, Mrs Cecile Tan from CHIJ St Joseph’s Convent, made
a positive impact by teaching her, first and foremost, about important values that kept her grounded
in life.
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“She made every single moment a teachable one and taught me that success in life is about building
character and having an unwavering sense of integrity,” she recalls.

Now, Prof Low exemplifies this same love and legacy in the way she teaches her student teachers,
“She, and now I, have the learner at the heart of our teaching.”

The Evolving Nature of Teaching
“As professionals, teachers should constantly strive to be lifelong learners to ensure that we are
always relevant to our learners.”

After all, a beginning teacher in the 1980s would be teaching an entirely different group of learners
from the millennial generation today.

“We also want our 21st-century teachers to have a heart for the learner, a strong sense of identity
and pride as teachers, and be committed to serving the teaching fraternity and the community,” Prof
Low says.

In line with MOE’s goals for students to become confident persons, self-directed learners, active
contributors to society and concerned citizens, NIE does the utmost in its teacher education
programmes to ensure that every student teacher can bring out these attributes in their future
students.

She adds, “At NIE, we are also committed to the lifelong growth and development of our future
generations and we recognize that teachers can make all the difference.”

“We want our 21st-century teachers to have a heart for the learner, a strong
sense of identity and pride as teachers, and be committed to serving the
teaching fraternity and the community.”

– Ee Ling, on what it means to be a 21st century educator 

Shaping the Future of Our Nation
“Our society needs to have people with diverse talents to thrive, and the goal of effective teaching
should thus be to nurture our young to enable them to have the best chance at succeeding in life,”
shares Prof Low.

Content will provide much-needed knowledge and expand one’s mind but is just one facet of
effective teaching. The other aspects include maximizing the potential of learners and nurturing
them to be effective contributors to both the local and global communities.

So how can we ascertain whether a teacher has been effective and impactful?

“No matter the failures, heartaches or what seems to be an impossible undertaking, if you can just
touch one learner’s life by impacting him or her in a positive way, that is when you know you have
succeeded as an educator,” explains Prof Low.

Ultimately, Prof Low believes that teaching is an important profession because teachers are also
nation-builders. They shape the future of our nation through the students whom they teach and
whose lives they have touched.

“You may not even know the extent of your impact in the betterment of the lives of your students but
the hope that this might happen must drive you to be the best educator you can ever be,” she
concludes.

“No matter the failures, heartaches or what seems to be an impossible
undertaking, if you can just touch one learner’s life by impacting him or her
in a positive way, that is when you know you have succeeded as an educator.”

– Ee Ling 
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Professional Development for Teachers

Teachers should model lifelong learning by engaging in career-long professional development
opportunities.

At NIE, teachers can develop themselves professionally in content, pedagogies and
leadership. Some avenues include milestone leadership programmes, in-service courses,
higher degree programmes (e.g., Master of Education programmes), the biennial Redesigning
Pedagogy International Conference and participation in NIE’s research projects, which
introduce many innovative teaching methods to schools.

NIE’s Teacher Education Model (TE ) is underpinned by a Values-driven philosophy known
as the V SK Model. It has a three-pronged set of values that is supported by the Skills and
Knowledge deemed necessary for the 21st century teaching professional.

Teachers can also look to the Academy of Singapore Teachers and the various subject
academies, classroom observations in schools, and professional learning communities for
further professional development opportunities.

Low Ee Ling is Dean of Teacher Education at the National Institute of Education, Singapore.

21

3

Articles you might like

Being a 21st Century Educator

Besides imparting knowledge in
engaging ways, it is even more
important for teachers to inculcate
…

Uplifting Preschool Teachers
for Quality Preschool Education

Preschool teachers are central to
quality early childhood education.
Their ability to be nurturing and …

On the Teaching Path

Teachers wear multiple hats on
any given day – they are expecte
to play the …

About Us

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/2018/11/SingTeach_Issue66.pdf
https://www.nie.edu.sg/profile/low-ee-ling
http://www.nie.edu.sg/our-people/programme-offices/office-of-teacher-education
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-bigidea/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-bigidea/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-research/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-research/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-classroom/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-classroom/
http://www.nie.edu.sg/
https://www.mceducation.com/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-guesteditorsnote/
http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-research/


11/19/2018 Uplifting Preschool Teachers for Quality Preschool Education | SingTeach | Education Research for Teachers

http://singteach.nie.edu.sg/issue66-research/ 1/3

Follow Us: 

Home Current Issue Previous Issues Topics Contributions Tip Bits Resources

Uplifting Preschool Teachers for Quality Preschool Education
Preschool teachers are central to quality early childhood education. Their ability to be
nurturing and effective educators begins with a healthy state of mind. We speak to one NIE
research scientist to learn about the importance of promoting preschool teachers’ well-
being: a factor in enabling children to flourish.

Ee Lynn believes in the importance of promoting preschool teachers’ well-being
as it is a crucial factor in enabling children to flourish.

Preschool Teachers: Educators, not Babysitters
“Caring for children in their early years is not simply about feeding and cleaning up after them,” says
Dr Ng Ee Lynn, a Research Scientist with NIE’s Centre for Research in Child Development.

In fact, early childhood is a period in which children learn how to take turns to share, interact with
others and regulate their emotions. “Children acquire these socio-emotional skills, which many of us
take for granted, when they are in an environment (e.g., classroom) doing activities together with
their peers,” explains Ee Lynn.

Children also pick up basic literacy and numeracy skills during their preschool years, which will
equip them for primary school education.

To facilitate the academic and socio-emotional development of young children, preschool teachers
have to provide a conducive learning environment and engage in quality interactions with them.
“These responsibilities illustrate that preschool teachers are not actually babysitters, but educators
who play a pivotal role in nurturing the young,” Ee Lynn says.

The ability of preschool teachers to provide quality early childhood education, however, rests in their
well-being.

“Preschool teachers are not actually babysitters, but educators who play a
pivotal role in nurturing the young.”

– Ng Ee Lynn, addressing the misconception that some people may have
about preschool teachers 
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Stress in Preschool Teachers and Child Development
One major factor that can undermine preschool teachers’ well-being is work-related stress which, if
not properly managed, can have repercussions on child development.

“Studies have shown that when teachers are stressed, they are less likely to be positive and
enthusiastic in the classroom, which thus affects both the learning environment and quality of
teacher-child interactions,” explains Ee Lynn, whose research interests lie in stress and anxiety.

Moreover, teachers who feel stressed may unintentionally be inconsistent with their
behavioral management strategies.

“For example, when feeling stressed, they may scold a child for a minor transgression whereas
under circumstances when they are more composed, they may respond more constructively to the
child for a similar wrongdoing,” says Ee Lynn.

Such inconsistencies not only confuse children, but can also cause them to be afraid of their
teachers and struggle to focus in the classroom. “This is because children would often be wondering
how their teachers would respond to their actions and behavior,” Ee Lynn adds. “In the long-term,
these consequences are detrimental to children’s learning and well-being.”

Ultimately, preschool educators are responsible for teaching children to regulate their behavior and
thus have to set good examples for them. “If children observe that their teachers are not regulating
their stress levels and emotions, they will not have good role models to emulate,” shares Ee Lynn.

“When teachers are stressed, they are less likely to be positive and
enthusiastic in the classroom, which thus affects both the learning
environment and quality of teacher-child interactions.”

– Ee Lynn 

Identifying Stressors
While work-related stress can undoubtedly have negative repercussions, preschool teachers
cannot avoid it altogether. “Dealing with work-related stress is thus a matter of addressing the
factors that contribute to it and finding effective ways to manage them,” says Ee Lynn.

At present, studies on stress in local preschool teachers are scarce. Nevertheless, Ee Lynn posits
that existing research conducted on primary and secondary school teachers can provide an insight
into the factors that contribute to work-related stress in preschool teachers. “These include the
workload, support from colleagues and school leadership, parental expectations, work-life balance
as well as personal expectations,” Ee Lynn adds.

For preschool teachers in particular, Ee Lynn reckons that their current lack of professional status
also affects their stress levels. “Some actually regard preschool teachers as mere babysitters rather
than educators, which can be demoralizing for them,” shares Ee Lynn.

Understanding and Addressing Work-related Stress
So what can be done to support our early childhood educators and promote their well-being?

According to Ee Lynn, recognizing preschool teachers’ contributions is crucial for alleviating their
work-related stress and boosting their professional status.

“The establishment of the National Institute for Early Childhood Development (NIEC) is thus a good
start as it shows that preschool teachers are gaining recognition as educators and will have access
to opportunities for professional development,” says Ee Lynn.

In addition, perceptions of preschool teachers as babysitters also have to change. “After all, they
play a key role in educating young children and their job is no walk in the park,” explains Ee Lynn.

On her part, Ee Lynn, who is leading an ongoing pilot study on stress in local preschool teachers,
hopes that the data from her research can provide a contextualized understanding on job stress in
early childhood educators. In doing so, efforts to address this issue can be more targeted.

“At the end of the day, when teachers feel valued and are able to manage their stress levels, they
will be part of a happier workforce. This would positively impact both their work and personal lives,”

https://www.nie.edu.sg/project/sug-11-16-nel
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Ee Lynn adds.

“At the end of the day, when teachers feel valued and are able to manage their
stress levels, they will be part of a happier workforce. This would
positively impact both their work and personal lives.”

– Ee Lynn 

Ng Ee Lynn is a Research Scientist with NIE’s Centre for Research in Child Development.
Her research interests lie in stress and anxiety in children. As a mother of a son who spends
a significant amount of time at preschool than at home, she recognizes the contributions of
preschool teachers and is keen to be part of efforts to uplift the profession.
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On the Teaching Path
Teachers wear multiple hats on any given day – they are expected to play the roles of
educator, disciplinarian, and friend – sometimes all at the same time. We speak to Lee Yang
Sheng, a Design & Technology (D&T) and Mathematics teacher from Woodgrove Secondary
School, who reflects on his 4-year journey as a teacher.

The fear of making mistakes in the classroom is one of the challenges that many Beginning
Teachers (BTs) face.

“Many BTs aim to follow their lesson plans to a tee and may not be prepared to deal with
unexpected situations in the classroom,” says Yang Sheng. “Should they make mistakes, they can
feel anxious and worry about how their colleagues would perceive them.”

Having gone through the BT experience, Yang Sheng has this advice for other BTs: “Focus on your
students and do what is best for them. If you make mistakes, learn from them and move on.”

Mentorship for BTs
Having mentors to turn to during the initial years of teaching can help BTs better manage the
challenges they face.

Apart from being a pillar of support, mentors can also offer new perspectives to BTs, which can help
BTs refine their teaching strategies – a skill needed when teaching students from different academic
streams.

“I have tried applying the same lesson plan across my Express and Normal (Academic) classes but
found that this strategy did not work,” explains Yang Sheng. “While students in the Normal
(Academic) stream will answer a lot of questions, those in the Express stream will simply nod to
show that they understood a topic.” This shows that teachers have to adapt their teaching
approaches to suit the learning needs of students.

“Focus on your students and do what is best for them. If you make mistakes,
learn from them and move on.”

– Lee Yang Sheng offers this advice to new Beginning Teachers who feel
anxious about making mistakes in the classroom 
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In addition, scheduled weekly reflections with a mentor can be beneficial in the initial years of
teaching. During these sessions, as BTs share and reflect on their experiences in the classroom – a
process known as reflective practice – mentors can also provide advice on issues that BTs may be
facing and suggest ways to improve.

“I think the reflection part is important, even after we leave the mentoring programme,” Yang Sheng
adds. “Apart from playing up our positives, we also have to work on our weaknesses – that is how
we can become better educators.”

Developing Positive Teacher-Student Relationships
BTs may find it a struggle to strike a balance between curriculum coverage and building rapport with
students. One way to counter this, Yang Sheng suggests, is to have casual conversations with
students whenever time permits.

There is no hard and fast rule when building relationships with students as both students and
teachers alike have different styles of communication. “Rather, the key is to show empathy and
make an effort to know them as individuals,” he shares.

After all, rapport with students can also go a long way in helping teachers manage their classes well.
“In my view, the first month of teaching a new class sets the tone for the rest of the school year. I
would thus encourage teachers to invest time and effort to get to know their students and build
positive relationships with them from the start,” Yang Sheng adds.

Since embarking on his teaching journey, he maintains one key practice in the classroom – setting
ground rules and enforcing them strictly. In addition, knowing when to be a disciplinarian and when
to be a friend to students is a useful skill to have.

“The key is to show empathy and make an effort to know your students as
individuals.”

– Yang Sheng, on building relationships with students 

Working with Low-Achieving Students
Yang Sheng sees teaching as a rewarding career and the knowledge that he has made a difference
to students motivates him to be a better educator.

He currently teaches students in the Normal (Technical) stream, many of whom are demoralized by
repeated failures at examinations. To motivate them and promote a mindset shift, Yang Sheng
makes it a point to help students realize that they have the potential to do better and celebrate their
successes.

“Many of them could actually have scored ‘B’s or ‘C’s if not for careless mistakes, which shows that
they are in fact capable of passing examinations,” explains Yang Sheng. “Once they pass, I will
reward them,” he shares.

While teachers have the ability to change students for the better, Yang Sheng is also aware that not
all students leave school a changed person. “Sometimes, the effect doesn’t take place during the
teaching period but after students leave school. For example, when they encounter an obstacle in
their working life, they may look back and reflect on the values that their teachers have once taught
them,” explains Yang Sheng.

During lessons, Yang Sheng would use the example of being habitually late and point out to his
students that continuing their bad habits into adult life will likely affect their employment prospects.

Ultimately, being a teacher is more than just imparting knowledge and preparing students for exams.
“Our goal should be to help students grow holistically and develop values such as resilience so that
they can overcome obstacles in school and beyond,” Yang Sheng concludes.

Lee Yang Sheng is a Design & Technology (D&T) and Mathematics teacher at Woodgrove
Secondary School. He has been a teacher for 4 years.

https://woodgrovesec.moe.edu.sg/
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The Journey to Becoming a Lifelong Educator
Malaysia-born Mrs Lyvenne Chong from Spectra Secondary School took 21 years to fulfil her
childhood ambition of being a teacher. About to retire in 2 years’ time, she talks to SingTeach
about her long and rewarding journey of not just being an educator, but a lifelong learner as
well.

The Early Years
Lyvenne shares, “to be a teacher was my childhood ambition.” With a laugh, she says, “I remember
very clearly – when I was in primary school, I would often role-play as a teacher at home and 
pretend to give books to students.”

Back then in Malaysia, Lyvenne was well-known in her kampong (village) as a top student. When
she was a Secondary 3 student, neighbors began to engage her as a tutor for their children, who 
were in primary school.

Thus, this childhood ambition continued to be sustained, partly as a way of earning her own keep,
and because she recognized her competencies as a teacher.

She went on to teach in tuition centres and her former school as a relief teacher. Such was her
passion for teaching that she not only taught children in the day, but also adults who were learning 
conversational English at night.

“I’m a teacher throughout the entire day,” she quips with a smile.

Accepted After Facing Six Rejections
Lyvenne shares that she has never stopped pursuing her childhood ambition of being a teacher,
whether in Malaysia or Singapore. Despite her persistence, her applications to be a teacher in both 
countries were repeatedly turned down over the course of 21 years.

Disappointed but not discouraged, she constantly sought out relief teaching assignments in schools.

“When you can’t reach your goals, don’t give up,” says Lyvenne about her childhood ambition. “You
must continue to learn, progress and seek alternatives. When there’s an opportunity, be quick to
grab it.”
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Finally, in 1997 at the age of 37 and with two young children, her determination was rewarded with
the eventual acceptance of her seventh application as a teacher.

“When you can’t reach your goals, don’t give up – you must continue to learn,
progress and seek alternatives. When there’s an opportunity, be quick to grab
it.”

– Lyvenne Chong, on how this mindset led her to successfully applying for
a position as an educator after 21 years 

The Challenges and Beliefs as an Educator
As with all vocations, challenges are aplenty and unavoidable. When asked about the kinds of
challenges Lyvenne has faced since becoming an educator, she responds with a wry smile.

“I think the biggest challenge is dealing with students who are at-risk or come from dysfunctional
families,” she shares. “These students are not motivated to learn or even come to school. Even if
they do come, they seek attention by getting involved in disciplinary issues.”

To her, it is crucial to understand the reasons behind their disciplinary problems.

“A lot of times it’s not by choice,” Lyvenne says. She explains that at-risk students tend to have
complicated family backgrounds and face complex issues which are difficult to resolve.

Lyvenne believes that to reach out to a child, it is important to build positive teacher-student
relationships. One way to do this, she says, is to “follow-up and follow-through”. She spends time 
with the students and their families even outside of school hours, and offers herself as a channel for
them to confide in her.

From there, she does what she can to ensure the student turns up for school. She also has no
qualms about providing one-on-one supplementary lessons to help the student pull through his 
or her studies.

“While it is a challenge, I think that as teachers and educators, we don’t just teach the subject, we
should also strive to make a difference to a child’s life – not just in class, but for the future,” affirms
Lyvenne.

Sustaining the Passion
“I enjoy interacting with students,” Lyvenne shares. “When the kids are happy, I’m happy. I feel more
motivated when they learn and respond.”

Of course, it is not always smooth-sailing. Lyvenne does experience moments of frustration when
students are unresponsive.

“When I sense that the students are losing interest, I try to make the lessons more interactive and I
try to bring in real-world examples,” she shares.

One perfect example of this is Spectra Secondary School’s Garden-based Service Learning (GBSL)
Programme, which goes beyond textbooks to teach students Character and Citizenship Education 
(CCE) among many other subjects.

“While it is a challenge, I think that as teachers and educators, we don’t just
teach the subject, we should also strive to make a difference to a child’s life –
not just in class, but for the future.”

– Lyvenne 

Edible Learning Garden: A Garden of Possibilities

Lyvenne did a 1-year stint at the University of Sydney in 2012. Armed with a Master of
Education, she arrived at Spectra Secondary School to implement her research proposal
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based on her conceptualization of garden-based learning.

“Most schools have a garden for aesthetic purposes, and they will use it for topical science
lessons such as pollination or study of insects,” shares Lyvenne.

“For our school, however, garden-based learning is implemented as a CCE module for the
Secondary 1 cohort,” she explains. “This means learning experientially through working in the
garden to serve the school community, which includes students who are receiving financial
assistance.”

Through this 10-week GBSL programme, Lyvenne and her team developed gardening
activities that cultivate the school’s three core values of Respect, Responsibility
and Resilience. Students, for example, are responsible for cleaning and keeping the
gardening tools after use. Other skills such as water conservation and entrepreneurship are
also integrated into the programme. Students are taught to collect leftover water in a pail to
water the plants, and even run a farmers’ market.

Held three times a year, the farmers’ market is a fund-raising event held at the school’s
rooftop garden, which is known as the “Edible Learning Garden”. Students sell their self-
grown vegetables to the public. Through the running of this event, students can learn how to
apply academic skills such as Mathematics (when calculating prices) and English (when
communicating with customers) in real-life situations.

Lyvenne was presented with the President’s Award for Teachers in 2016 for her innovative
teaching methods and commitment to her students.

A video on how GBSL works can be viewed here:

After 20 years in the teaching profession, Lyvenne has some advice for aspiring and in-service
educators: “Every cohort of students that crosses our path is different. We need to make an effort to
understand the profile of each student,” she says.

“By understanding them and continuing to develop professionally, we are able to sharpen our tools
and build our craft better.”

Mrs Lyvenne Chong is a School Staff Developer from Spectra Secondary School. She
teaches Character and Citizenship Education, and Info-communication Technology, and has
been a teacher for the past 20 years.

Mrs Chong …
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Five Ways to Motivate Low Progress Learners
Prior to joining the Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST), Mr Tan Cher Chong had ample
experience working with students who require educational support. Now a Master Teacher
for Educational Support at AST, Cher Chong conducts courses for teachers who support low
progress learners. He shares tips on how educators can motivate and engage students in
need of educational support.

1. Build Positive Teacher-Student Relationships
Positive teacher-student relationships (TSR) are key to engaging and motivating low progress
learners as they facilitate communication between teachers and students, and foster trust between
both parties.

“When students are able to connect with their teachers, they are more likely to respect them and
heed their advice,” Cher Chong shares. Furthermore, students would also feel comfortable sharing
the difficulties that they are facing when they know they can trust their teachers.

To build positive relationships with students, teachers can make the effort to know students on a
personal level, such as through learning about their interests or their likes and dislikes. They can
also explore using positive teacher language in the classroom to encourage and engage students.

2. Explain, not Instruct
Students may ask “Why do you tell me to do this?” because they are not able to understand its
rationale. Instead of simply saying “You must do this because I said so”, the teacher can explain the
rationale of doing a task and how it would enable the student to learn something useful. If the
student can see the relevance or draw a personal connection to the task, it increases the chances of
him attempting and completing the task well.

“In doing so, students would understand why a teacher would like them to complete a task and be
motivated to take ownership of their learning,” Cher Chong says.

3. Pay Attention to their Attentiveness (or Lack of)
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One of the challenges that teachers may face when working with low progress learners is their short
attention span. Recognizing and understanding this is important because attention is central to
learning and effective retention of information.

Cher Chong shares that teachers can ask themselves “Is the student unable to focus because he is
hungry? or “Is the student not alert because she did not get sufficient rest?” when thinking about
why their students are not attentive in class. “This also enables teachers to have greater clarity
about the issues that their students could be facing and how that could have impacted their attention
span,” adds Cher Chong. In addition, teachers can find out if a student’s attention problem is an
issue of alertness, orientation or something more. This would help teachers support the students
with clear and workable strategies to stay attentive in class.

4. Nurture the Love of Learning
Students enjoy going to school but for many, the stress of exams is one reason why they may not.
This may be due to several reasons, including past exam failures and disinterest in a subject.
Teachers can thus try to understand why students may dislike a subject and reignite their love of
learning.

“As educators, we have to convey to students that exams are never set to fail them – in fact, they
are set to assess their understanding of the various topics taught,” Cher Chong says. In addition,
students should also be commended for their effort and progress to assure them that they stand a
chance at doing better.

5. Take it Slow
As low progress students often struggle to grasp new concepts, teachers can adopt strategies that
would help students understand the lesson. “Once they understand a concept, they would feel more
motivated to learn,” he shares.

Should time be limited, teachers can consider setting aside time for remedial lessons or revising
earlier parts of the syllabus to strengthen students’ foundational understanding of a subject. It is
more important to “fix” the fundamental misconceptions than to keep teaching more. He adds, “After
all, education is more about learning than teaching, isn’t it?”

Mr Tan Cher Chong is a Master Teacher for Educational Support at the Academy of
Singapore Teachers (AST). Prior to joining AST, Cher Chong taught at Spectra Secondary
School and NorthLight School, where he worked with teachers to support low progress
learners. In his current role, he conducts courses for teachers who support low progress
learners and explores strategies that educators can employ to better engage and motivate
students of this learner profile in the classroom.
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A Passion for Education
Many can agree that teaching is a noble profession that allows one to enrich the lives of
young learners, both in and outside of the classroom. Four scholars from the NTU-NIE
Teaching Scholars Programme reflect on why they decided to embark on their teaching
journeys and their aspirations for the future of education.

Ms Sakinah Bte Mohamed Mohsen

 Bachelor of Arts (Education), Year 2

I chose teaching as a career because I believe that an educator’s job extends beyond
teaching. Although most of the time teachers teach and go through the educational syllabus,
we also equip our students with important life skills that will enable them to deal effectively
with the challenges in everyday life. Along this journey, we multitask between the roles of a
teacher, a best friend, a confidant, a motivator; and the list goes on. In addition, since my area
of specialisation is Mother Tongue Language, I want to nurture a love for the Mother Tongue
Language among the younger generation. I aspire to make lessons fun and memorable so
that the young will genuinely appreciate the beauty of the language.

Ms Amanda Sarah Chin Yong Hui

Bachelor of Arts (Education), Year 4

I cannot help but be drawn to be an educator. I love learning! Spreading this love for learning,
especially beyond the curriculum, is such a joy for me. I am such a nerd—sharing exciting
things with my students drives me to be more accountable for my own learning. I am grateful
to have been given opportunities to continue growing professionally. Being in the classroom
rewards me with diverse experiences as well as space for spontaneity and enthusiasm.
Teaching is no doubt challenging, but its ever-changing nature brings an entertaining
perspective to life (for example, interacting with cheeky students) that a desk-bound job does
not always offer.
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Mr Joel Wei Maojie

Bachelor of Science (Education), Year 4

Teaching to me is not just about imparting knowledge; it is also about inculcating students
with morals and values and supporting them in achieving their life goals. Until today, I cannot
forget the warm feeling of encouragement and hope my teacher had given me when I failed
my exams. That motivated me to pick myself up and start over again. My calling to be a
teacher became clear after I interacted with boys living at a boys’ home during an internship.
The opportunity to provide a glimmer of hope and inspiration to youths was a meaningful
experience for me. I also hope to encourage students who have experienced an educational
journey similar to mine. Teaching is a two-way dissemination of values and morals. I have
learnt from students as much as I have taught them.

Francina Ranjitha Fernando

Bachelor of Arts (Education), Year 2

“That the powerful play goes on and you may contribute a verse. What will your verse be?”
This was the quote by Robin Williams from the movie “Dead Poets Society” that lingered in
my mind as I decided on which career to embark on. I thought long and hard on this quote
and came to the simple realization that a glamorous job was not what I wanted, but an
impactful one. I chose teaching as it enables me to transform the lives of my students and
make them realize their own hidden potential to make a positive difference to others and even
the world.
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Building Blocks for Inquiry: A Teacher’s Perspective
Contributed by Mrs Anna Koh and Mr Soh Yang Jie, Teck Ghee Primary School, for SingTeach Issue
66.

The inquiry approach encompasses a range of teaching approaches which involve stimulating
learning with a question or issue and thereby engaging learners in constructing new knowledge and
understandings. What this means for teachers is change. We have to change the way we teach, the
way we view our pupils’ learning and the way we co-construct knowledge with the pupils. When we
first embarked on this journey, there was apprehension as we, as teachers, felt that we might not be
up to mark to carry out this approach.

We were required to adjust the way we teach and shift the paradigm from a teacher-directed style to
a student-centric one. This was fundamentally different from the way we were taught and had
taught. For a few of us, we had to forgo methods that had proven to be effective in producing results
for many years.

Buy-in from Teachers
At the start, one of our priorities was to get the buy-
in from the teachers that this approach was
essential to prepare students for the future. We had
to convince our colleagues about the need to move
from regurgitation of content to construction of new
knowledge. The support from the community and
school leaders was vital to the success of this
project. We had to create the time and opportunity
for professional dialogues on a weekly basis.

The discussions were rich and meaningful as
teachers built on each other’s experiences and
ideas. Teachers entered the classrooms with more
confidence and a bag of possible misconceptions
from the students. In addition, the Science Head-of-
Department (HOD) weighed in to address problems
that were surfaced and helped teachers to clarify
doubts and provided in-depth information about the
learning. He facilitated the sharing well and related
student learning to real-life scenarios. Everyone
shared his or her thoughts and experiences freely due to the positive climate.

Providing Space for Exploration
On another note, one main area of change we had to be mindful was to ensure that students had
more space for exploration and discussion. For teachers, we had to ask more questions and refrain
from giving too many answers. More focus were placed on the reasons behind those students’
answers rather than the accuracy of the answers.

In other words, we gave more attention to the ‘why did they give this answer?’ instead of ‘what was
wrong with this answer?’ Allowing the students to explain helped them to deepen their learning and
provided information about any misconceptions. However, there must always be a convergence for
their experiences and the lesson objectives so that students could make better sense of their
learning.

Differentiated Instruction
Stepping into the classroom, the first challenge that we faced was the different profiles of the
students. While we were enacting the lesson based on the previous years’ lesson, we realized that
we needed differentiated instruction. This was because some students required more room for
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exploration during the lessons, so as not to stifle their creativity, while others might need more
scaffolding before they could make connections between what they were learning and the planned
activities.

Technology, while playing an important role in garnering feedback from pupils, might be more
effective for pupils who were familiar with it. This again, required us to make improvisation to the
lesson such that the pupils were able to achieve the learning outcomes regardless. Some teachers
used post-it notes to get feedback while others made use of online tools like Nearpod to gather
feedback. The use of such tools motivated students to share their answers as they knew that their
voices were heard. This heightened and empowered students to improve on their answers that were
visible to their classmates.

In conclusion, the project was a great learning experience for the students and teachers alike. For a
subject with a nature to be alive, the new approach had made it really come to life. It served the
intent of grooming our students to think critically and beef up their process skills.
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Student Voices: Feedback that Students Want
Contributed by Ms Tan Yen Chuan, Raffles Girls’ School (Centre for Pedagogical Research and
Learning), for SingTeach Issue 66.

Providing feedback is one of the teaching areas identified by The Singapore Teaching
Practice (STP) and has strong implications to students’ learning outcomes. But how do we
know whether our feedback is effective? And what kind of feedback does students find
useful? In this article, Ms Tan Yen Chuan from the Raffles Girls’ School Centre for
Pedagogical Research and Learning (PeRL) shares the student voices she has collected
through various focus group discussions designed to uncover the kind of feedback that
meets students’ learning needs.

(From left to right) Ms Masturah binte Abdul Aziz, Ms Tan Yen Chuan, Mrs
Lucille Yap and Mrs Mary George Cheriyan

Listening to Students’ Voices
Student voice is part of a data collection point of the study on “The Role of a Professional Learning
Community (PLC) in Informing Teacher Practice: A Case Study” conducted by RGS PeRL. In the
context of the PLC, it is found that providing effective feedback has strong implications on student
learning outcomes. Feedback is defined as information provided by an agent such as teacher, peer,
self etc, with regards to one’s performance or understanding (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).

So how do teachers ensure effective feedback can contribute to better student learning outcomes?

Based on the findings from students’ focus group discussion, below are some recommended
strategies to improve the feedback mechanisms.

Personalized Feedback for Formative Assessment
Students appreciated personalized feedback given by teachers on their formative assessments. So
depending on class size, teachers can have a short 1-to-1 session with individual students during
class time while other students are given work to do. This can be done after generic feedback has
been given to the class. Students should submit their corrections after the feedback is given to
ensure that they have internalized the learning.
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“During lessons when the others are doing work, sometimes she’ll (the teacher) meet up with
someone who really needs help and then talk to her.”

– Quote from Student A

Focus on Sample of Good work to Aid Students’ Understanding
Students felt that samples of good work  help in their understanding of the feedback given. Teachers
should work with the level coordinator to identify good student products or model essays written by
students and upload them to online platforms for sharing.

“When they give their corrective action plans most of the time, they give it to the whole class
at the same time so they would always be the generic/same ones but sample essays help”

– Quote from Student B

Prompt and Detailed Feedback

Students preferred prompt and detailed feedback which can be in the form of verbal feedback or
written feedback.

“I think it’s the best when the teacher can give you immediate feedback, especially when you
have to apply a lot of concepts and you’d need a feel of whether or not your application is
correct”

– Quote from Student C

Use Exit Cards and Quizzes: Check for Understanding & Plan for
Future Instruction
Students mentioned that some teachers use exit cards or online quizzes such as Kahoot! to help
students to check for their understanding of the topic. This allows both teachers and students to
check on the students’ learning progress. It is also a useful way for teachers to collect information,
including feedback, to adjust future instruction to meet students’ needs.

“Sometimes the teacher will ask us to do 1 question and then she’ll write on the board, then if
we don’t know how to do it, we can leave it blank but we have to explain why, what we didn’t
understand..”

– Quote from Student D

Conclusion
Kulhavy (1997) has cautioned that feedback will have little effect on performance if there is a lack of
understanding on the material studied. Teachers have to analyse students’ work  and develop a
better understanding of students’ learning needs through a professional discourse. Hence, one way
to develop teachers’ capacity to provide more effective feedback, is to leverage on the Professional
Learning Community (PLC) and discuss teachers’ cognitive knowledge of learners.
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