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FOREWORD

The 21st century global landscape, driven by knowledge-based economies and 
disruptive technologies, has created new demands on our education systems. The 
learning needs of our students today are more complex and diverse – education 
must focus on developing the student holistically, fostering skills, values and 
dispositions that will allow them to thrive in a constantly evolving future.

In response to these challenges, we must place the needs of the future- 
ready learner at the heart of teacher education. The National Institute of Education 
(NIE) nurtures student teachers who are autonomous thinkers and reflective 
practitioners.

NIE’s Professional Practice and Inquiry (PPI) course was designed to develop 
student teachers with a strong sense of identity and purpose, equipped with  
the skills to inquire deeply into their practice and take ownership of their own 
learning as educators. The course is complemented by a digital portfolio platform, 
an online space for student teachers to articulate their teaching philosophy,  
reflect on their teaching practice and chart their growth as a teacher.

This book presents the unique learning journeys of student teachers at NIE. 
They share with us the challenges faced, the insights gained through reflection, 
the creative pedagogies adopted to engage learners, and the growth they have 
achieved through the course of their initial teacher preparation programme.

I would like to thank the authors for their heartfelt contributions to this book, and 
I hope that their stories will be an inspiration to fellow educators in their own 
professional journeys.

PROFESSOR CHRISTINE GOH
DIRECTOR
National Institute of Education
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore
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In today’s globalised and ultra-connected world, the role of the teacher has 
evolved significantly. No longer merely imparting facts and information, 
the 21st century educator urgently needs to steer away from didactic 
teaching, engage learners through innovative pedagogies, and facilitate  
holistic growth through developing an inquiry-based mindset and a  
curiosity for learning. As architects of the learning environment, teachers 
need to be able to inquire into their practices, reflect and think systematically 
from their practice, and learn from their experiences (Hattie & Clinton,  
2001) in order to inform and enhance their teaching effectiveness.

The Professional Practice and Inquiry (PPI) course seeks to develop 
teachers with a clear teaching identity, who are able to reflect upon 
their roles as educators, inquire about their own practices, and draw on 
theories and research to create new pedagogies aimed at improving the 
learning outcomes of their students (Darling-Hammond, 2006).

PREFACE

DIGITAL PORTFOLIO

As part of the course, student teachers 
are required to build their digital 
portfolio. The digital portfolio is a 
platform which allows student teachers 
to build a conceptual map of their 
learning and teaching at NIE, charting 
their growth and development into 
a skilful teacher. It is used as a tool 
to facilitate the articulation of their 
teaching beliefs and philosophy, share 
their conception of what teaching and 
learning entails, and make visible their 
inquiry into their own practice.

BUILDING A STRONG SENSE OF 
TEACHER IDENTITY

Teacher identity refers to the self-
concept or image that is central to 

the beliefs, values, and practices that 
inform the teacher’s actions (Knowles, 
1992; Walkington, 2005). According to 
Walkington (2005), reflection on one’s 
own perceptions, beliefs, experiences, 
and inquiry into one’s practices should 
be a core practice among teachers as it 
informs their teacher identity.

In preparation for their clinical 
practice (practicum), student teachers 
are invited to reflect on questions such 
as “what does it mean to be a teacher 
in the current context?” and “what 
is your teaching philosophy?” With 
their NIE supervisors, they will also 
share how what they have learnt from 
the courses in NIE have shaped and 
influenced their teaching philosophy. 
By crystallising one’s teaching 
philosophy and identity, educators 
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will possess a clear understanding of 
their roles and personal purpose as 
teachers, aligning aspirations, beliefs, 
interests and competencies with a 
view of impacting the next generation. 
(Tan, 2012)

International teacher education 
research has also shown that teachers 
with a strong sense of teacher identity 
tend to stay longer in the profession 
and contribute back to growing  
the profession.

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE MODEL

In 21st century classrooms, teachers  
are challenged to experiment and 

come up with innovative pedagogies, 
so as to engage learners with 
differentiated instructional needs and 
diverse profiles. In NIE, the Reflective 
Practice Model provides a systematic 
framework to guide student teachers 
through the process of reflection. The 
model can be used to consolidate 
their experiences and examine their 
practice after every lesson during their 
practicum postings, in order to gain a 
deeper understanding of how their 
practice can be enhanced.

INQUIRING INTO PRACTICE

Going beyond reflection, student 
teachers are taught how to observe, 

The Reflective Practice Model. Adapted from Langer, Colton, and Goff (2003) and York-Barr, Sommers, Ghere &  
Montie (2006).

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What Happened?)

Knowledge 
of Content

Filtering System
(beliefs / feelings)

Knowledge of 
Students

Knowledge 
of Self

Knowledge of 
Teaching and 

Learning

Knowledge 
of Schools 

and Societal 
Contexts

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What happened?)

Planning
(So what?)

Reflecting
(Why?)
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collect data, inquire and understand 
various aspects of their students’ 
learning such as their reasoning, 
engagement and motivation. Through 
this process, teachers gain insights 
into their students’ learning needs 
and abilities, and alter their practices 
based on new understandings that 
have developed during this inquiry 
and investigation process (Dana &  
Yendol-Hoppey, 2009; Hammer & 
Schifter, 2001). Focused Conversations 
(FC) are conducted so that student 
teachers can make their thinking and 
reflections visible for discussion, sharing 
and debate. 

The PPI course provides a meta-
framework to integrate learning  
and form connections between the 
various modules undertaken at NIE. 
Seamlessly weaved into their practicum 
experience, student teachers articulate 
their teaching philosophy, share their 
conceptions of teaching and learning, 
and inquire into their classroom 
practices during their practicum 

experience through the use of the 
digital portfolio. This fosters a culture 
of inquiry amongst student teachers, 
who are empowered to take ownership 
of their learning and development 
(Weshah, 2013).

In this book, student teachers share 
their reflective journeys of “learning 
for teaching” and “learning from 
teaching”, and how theory and 
practice are converged through their 
practicum experience. By documenting 
their stories, thought processes and 
reflections, we believe that future 
batches of teachers can resonate 
with the authors’ experiences, and 
be inspired in their own teaching and 
learning journey.

PROFESSOR LOW EE LING
DEAN, TEACHER EDUCATION
National Institute of Education
Nanyang Technological University, 
Singapore
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“Remember to look up at the stars and not 
down at your feet. Try to make sense of what 
you see and wonder about what makes the 
universe exist. Be curious. And however 
difficult life may seem, there is always 
something you can do and succeed at. 

It matters that you don't just give up.” 

Stephen Hawking
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Hey there! My name is Sze Wei and I am currently posted to  
Marsiling Secondary School to teach Mathematics and Social 
Studies. At the point of writing this chapter, I had just received my 
Postgraduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) certificate. I am less 
than a week away from embarking on my first official duties as  
a Beginning Teacher (BT). It is thus a golden opportunity to  
look back on my practicum journey and revisit the important 
milestones to prepare myself. Hopefully my learning experiences 
will resonate with you and encourage you to persevere in your  
own student teacher journey.

A BRIEF BACKGROUND
 
I had always wanted to become a 
Mathematics teacher ever since I was 
in Secondary School. I loved the subject, 
I excelled in it and I enjoyed teaching 
it to my peers who struggled with it. 
Somehow when people around me 
(and even myself) asked why I aspire 
to teach, I could never answer them 
properly nor explain myself adequately. 
My responses were often brief and 
superficial. I was not satisfied with how 
I just could not put my thoughts into 
words well.

It thus became a time of ‘soul-searching’ 
throughout my National Service and 
university years to answer the pertinent 
question of why I want to become a 
teacher. Occasionally, I probed myself 
with questions such as ‘Why do I believe 
in the power of education?’, or ‘What do  
I like about teaching?’. I would then jot 
down my random thoughts and the 

notable quotes about education that  
I came across in a journal. All these  
were done in the hope that someday 
I would be able to give a satisfactory 
response to the all-important question 
of why I wanted to be a teacher.

That ‘eureka’ moment finally came when 
I had already started my PGDE course 
in the National Institute of Education 
(NIE). It was during the Meranti Project 

TURNING FRUSTRATIONS INTO FRUITION 
SIM SZE WEI, PGDE SECONDARY JULY 2016

A powerful quote by the late Nelson Mandela that 
stuck with me for a long time.
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when I underwent a two-day personal 
development programme together 
with my GESL project-mates. Time was 
allocated to pen down the significant life 
experiences that shaped us today and 
these intimate moments were openly 
shared with our peers. I felt empowered 
to look back into my difficult childhood 
which contained many unpleasant 
memories at home, something that  
I never once had the courage to do so. 
I recalled how school became a place  
of refuge for me during the times 
when my family circumstances got 
tough. My teachers were there for me. 
They provided me practical assistance  
to aid my situation. They gave me 
comfort and assurance which I badly 
lacked from home. Most importantly, 
they recognised my potential and 
mentored my growth by feeding me 
words of wisdom and by being role 
models of character and values.

By getting in touch with these raw 
emotions that were buried deep within 
me, I was able to identify the main 
factors that drove me to become a 
teacher. Amongst these:

1.  I desire to create a safe space for 
students to learn and grow in school 
without being distracted by what  
is happening at home.

2.  I desire to invest my time in teaching 
and moulding young lives. 

3.  I believe that education was a 
powerful social leveller for me, and 
it can be so for others as well. 

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 
 
These then formed the basis for my 

beliefs in teaching and education in 
general, which became very important 
during the Professional Practice and 
Inquiry (PPI) course. We were taught 
what a teaching philosophy is and  
guided on how to craft our own, 
having seen some examples from 
previous batches of student teachers 
and even our own peers. Ample time 
was provided for us to craft our own 
teaching philosophies and articulate 
them in front of our coursemates in NIE. 

In the process I realised that among 
the many hats a teacher has to 
wear, there are a few that I feel most  
strongly and passionately about. These 
have been crystallised into my own 
teaching philosophy and they form  
the 5W1H of my teacher identity: 

• Who am I as a teacher (the 
professional values that I uphold)?

• Why do I want to teach (the 
motivation that keeps me going)?

• What and how do I teach (the 
principles that guide me in my 
actual practice)?

• When and where do I teach (the 
surrounding context that I adapt  
my practice to)? 

To me, a teacher should be a builder 
who builds the capacity of their 
students, a facilitator who guides the 
holistic development of their learners, 
and a mentor who inspires their young 
charges to learn. Being a teacher 
also takes a lot of ‘heart’ work; as the 
quote goes, “a teacher is like a candle, 
it consumes itself to light the way for 
others” (Atatürk, n.d.). Now, allow me 
to briefly elaborate on my teaching 
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philosophy and see if it relates to you  
in any way:

Capacity Building 
I believe that the purpose of education 
is to prepare students adequately 
for their future roles in life after they 
graduate. The school is a platform 
for youths to equip themselves with 
the necessary skills and knowledge. 
It is a sheltered environment where 
they have opportunities to build their 
competencies in a non-threatening 
manner. It is a safe place to make 
mistakes and explore the boundaries 
that they are not allowed to cross when 
they enter the world outside school.  
As a Mathematics or Social Studies 
teacher, I want to help them see the 
relevance of this content knowledge 
to their lives. I aim to be a facilitator 
of meaningful learning instead of rote 
learning.

Holistic Development
In addition to teaching these hard  
skills, I believe that education has the 
dual purpose of transmitting core 
values and soft skills, attitudes and 
mindsets. Many intangible things like 
having a moral compass, citizenship, 
social consciousness and socio-
emotional competencies are not taught 
in a classroom. They cannot be learnt 

in a vacuum; they need a context 
for students to pick up and exhibit 
them. I believe in granting a holistic 
education to my students by giving 
equal emphasis to learning outside the 
classroom. I will encourage my students 
not to compromise quality time in  
their Co-Curricular Activities (CCAs) and  
I will put in effort to become an involved 
CCA teacher who makes time for them 
after class. As a Form Teacher, I will 
make an effort to personally know the 
students under my charge, and to value 
them for their individual talents and 
interests.

Mentorship That Inspires
I believe that as a teacher, many 
students respect and look up to me 
as a role model. They do not learn by 
simply listening to ‘empty talk’ on skills 
and values, they need to observe me 
practicing what I preach; they want to 
watch me live out the lessons I have 
taught them. I seek to be a mentor who 
inspires my own students to become 
better versions of themselves. I want 
to spend time guiding my students 
wherever possible: inside or outside  
the classroom, as a form teacher, 
subject teacher and a CCA teacher. I 
want to grant that personal touch to 
students who need that extra push to 
achieve their full potential. 

 I believe that as a teacher, many students respect 
and look up to me as a role model. They do not learn by 
simply listening to ‘empty talk’ on skills and values, they 

need to observe me practicing what I preach; they want to 
watch me live out the lessons I have taught them.”
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GETTING READY FOR PRACTICUM… NOT
 
Teaching philosophy? Check. Content 
knowledge and learning theories? 
Check. Teaching pedagogies and  
micro-teaching? Check. I thought I 
was ready to take on the challenging  
ten-week practicum, but soon I was 
proven wrong.

For practicum, I was deployed to 
teach a total of three classes. My best 
memories (both positive and negative) 
were of the Secondary 3 Normal 
(Academic) class that was learning 
the O’ Level Mathematics syllabus just 
like their peers in the Express stream. 
These students had previously showed 
aptitude in the subject and thus  
were offered to take it at a higher 
level due to Subject-Based Banding. 
My Cooperating Teacher (CT) had  
however cautioned me about the 
wide spectrum of abilities they were 
exhibiting in Mathematics, with a 
few scoring distinctions in their tests 
while the vast majority were failing 
very badly. It did not help when the 
class had ‘The Three Musketeers’ - 
three boys notorious throughout the 
school for causing excessive trouble 
to their subject teachers in class  
and other discipline issues. My time 
in NIE certainly did not prepare me 
to manage and teach a class profile  
like this.

During the first few weeks, I started by 
teaching Coordinate Geometry under 
the close supervision of my CT. I began 
by activating the prior knowledge of 
my students through a pop quiz on 
what they had learnt about the topic 

the previous year. I thought this would 
not be too difficult for them since they 
had learnt it not too long ago and 
they are good at Mathematics. To my 
horror, I found that most of them had  
completely forgotten the fundamental 
concepts in the topic and could not even 
pass the quiz. I hastily made the decision 
to spend more time in class to recap 
the required content and cut down on 
explaining the new concept as planned.

It turned out to be a bad decision.  
The students neither recalled the 
required prior knowledge sufficiently 
nor grasped the new concept fully. 
It set off a vicious cycle of having to 
explain that concept again during the 
next lesson and rushing through the 
new concept for that day, just so that  
I could catch up with the Scheme of 
Work (SOW).

In addition to not understanding what 
I was trying to teach, the students had 
trouble doing the practice questions in 
my worksheets as well. They were unable 
to complete the work assigned on their 
own when it was time for individual 
work. Many of them raised their hands 
to ask for my help simultaneously, but 
I could attend only to a few. For the 
rest of them who got bored waiting 
for my attention, they got disengaged 
and unmotivated to try again. They 
got distracted, started getting rowdy in 
class and made a lot of noise with their 
chit-chat. Some of them simply went off 
to dreamland with their heads on the 
tables and eyes closed.

This scenario repeated itself in the 
next few lessons. I was ‘traumatised’ 
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by the experiences of simultaneously 
attending to individual student’s 
requests for assistance, managing the 
noise level of the class and waking  
the sleeping ones up. My frustrations 
and sense of helplessness started to 
build up. I kept wondering to myself, 
why they could not understand what 
I was trying to teach? I felt that I had 
wasted my precious curriculum time 
and their time in class as well, and  
I felt really down about this.

MR SIM 2.0

As the popular saying goes, what does 
not kill you makes you stronger. What 
we had learnt during the PPI course 
at NIE provided a channel to turn 
these negative emotions into positive 
actions. Specifically, I adopted the 
Reflective Practice Model to examine 
how to improve my teaching practice 
for subsequent lessons. It was a useful 
framework that allowed me to look 
beyond my emotions and consider how 
I could improve the next lesson I was 
planning. The Reflective Practice Model 
located in my Digital Portfolio further 
made it convenient, as it was easy to 
access and utilise when I needed it.

This inquiry process was most helpful 
for me when I enlisted the help of  
my experienced CT and Head of 
Department (HOD). While the four 
step reflective cycle is largely done 
individually, it provided crucial advice 
and wisdom to complement my 
reflections. For instance, my HOD 
noted that I had not understood the 
profile of my students sufficiently to 
adapt my teaching style to them. She 
shared with me how she had the same 
struggles back then as a BT in trying to 
cater to the students of lower ability, 
which was the majority in our school. 
She also told me stories about how 
our students had to deal with difficult 
family issues and financial problems. 
Motivation was already lacking, let  
alone the desire to excel in school. My 
CT also gave feedback that I tended 
to prepare my teaching materials as 
though I was catering to higher-ability 
students. She observed that I tended 
to explain concepts abstractly without 
writing them down.

I also realised that I had failed to 
be student-centric in my teaching. I 
was actually teaching them the way  
I learnt Mathematics as a student, and 

I wrote a journal entry about how I jokingly entertained thoughts of giving up on my teaching career back then.
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Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What Happened?)

Knowledge 
of Content

Filtering System
(beliefs / feelings)

Knowledge of 
Students

Knowledge 
of Self

Knowledge of 
Teaching and 

Learning

Knowledge 
of Schools 

and Societal 
Contexts

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What happened?)

Planning
(So what?)

Reflecting
(Why?)

The Reflective Practice Model. Adapted from Langer, Colton, and Goff (2003) and York-Barr, Sommers, Ghere &  
Montie (2006).

The Reflective 
Practice Model

 Screenshot of my new 
worksheets after observing 

that they are visual learners. 
For example, I used concrete 

examples to help them see how 
to apply the formula and what are 

the common mistakes they need 
to avoid.

 I created a visual tool using GeoGebra 
to help students learn a new formula in 
calculating the area of a triangle.

I took my expertise in the subject for 
granted. Through this traumatising 
experience, I learnt that the effort 
I put in teaching did not equate to  
the desired learning outcomes: my 
students were not learning anything 
despite my best efforts to teach, and 
that was because I was not teaching  
in the way they learned best.

As part of this inquiry process, I gained 
more knowledge about my students 
and my own beliefs about teaching and 
learning. This helped me to answer  
the ‘Why?’ question in the Reflective 
Practice Model: students were not 
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motivated in my lessons since they  
were unable to learn meaningfully. 
Answering the ‘So what?’ and ‘Now  
what?’ questions then required me to 
make changes in my teaching approach 
towards this class, such as writing  
my study notes using simpler words 
and detailing step-by-step calculations 
required in solving the problem sums.

The biggest change I made was to 
adopt a whole new attitude towards 
teaching. I wanted to give them the 
sense of confidence they once had in 
Mathematics and get them motivated 
in my class again. I wanted them to 
recall the sense of satisfaction and 
the taste of success in conquering the 
subject. This was a fundamental change 
in my mindset and therefore changed 
many other aspects of my teaching  
practice as well. It was as though I had 
become an improved version of myself 
- Mr Sim 2.0.

As part of the inquiry process, I also  
took the chance to speak to some 
students who were weaker in 
Mathematics after the weekly remedial 
sessions. It served as an informal data 
collection when I tried to probe their 
struggles in the subject. True enough, 
many of them commented that they 

did not feel confident about studying 
Mathematics at a higher level. That was 
why they often were distracted and 
were off-task in class. I enquired further 
to check if my new teaching approach 
was helpful to them, and they were 
glad that my practice questions were 
much simpler for them to handle. Some 
of them even asked me for more help  
after school, a sign that I was indeed on 
the right track now in engaging them.

Over time, many of the classroom 
management issues I encountered 
began to fade away and they became a 
very pleasant bunch to teach. During a 
lesson observation, my NIE Supervisor 
(NIES) even praised me for building 
a very strong rapport with the class  
within such a short time, an 
accomplishment that he had seldom 
seen before. My frustrations had finally 
disappeared! 

A COMMUNITY OF LEARNERS 

I recounted the above learning journey 
to my fellow practicum student teachers 
and School Coordinating Mentor (SCM) 
during Focused Conversation (FC) 2. 
It was a very helpful session for my 
development as a teacher because I 
got to hear input from both my peers  
(who had various suggestions on how 
they would approach a similar situation) 
and my experienced SCM who advised 
me. By articulating my inquiry process 
and making my thinking visible to 
others, it aided me to internalise and 
deepen my learning. Many of the 
effective instructional strategies I had 
developed from teaching this class has 
been ingrained in me. They marked 

 By articulating my 
inquiry process and making 

my thinking visible to others, 
it aided me to internalise and 

deepen my learning.”
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the key stages in my development as a 
student teacher.

Most fortunately, one of my peers 
happened to be teaching the same 
class as well. He was able to empathise  
with my struggles and we had a  
meaningful time exchanging tips on 
how we could be more effective.

DEVELOPING MY GRADUAND TEACHER 
COMPETENCIES (GTCs)
 
Towards the end of practicum, we were 
challenged to articulate how much 
we had grown as student teachers 
according to the three performance 
dimensions of the GTC framework. For 
me, two relevant aspects were:

Professional Practice – Providing Quality 
Learning of Child
As mentioned earlier, one key  
takeaway during practicum was to 
come to the realisation that the effort  
in teaching does not equate to the 
desired learning outcome. In order to 

facilitate the learning of my students, 
it is crucial to understand exactly how  
they learn and not just how I should  
teach. This can be done in many 
different ways: seeking the advice from 
experienced teachers and inferring 
from their learning habits in class.

What worked for me was to carry out 
a survey with my class to evaluate my 
teaching and provide suggestions on 
how I could help them learn better.  
I felt that my rapport with the class  
was strong enough for me to ask for 
honest feedback on their learning 
experiences. Indeed, many of them 
were frank and forthcoming in their 
responses. I was most certainly touched 
by their words of encouragement and 
appreciated the constructive feedback 
they gave.

During FC 3, my SCM also commented 
that it was courageous of me to 
request for the students’ honest  
feedback. It clearly showed my open-
mindedness and mutual respect for 

One of the survey responses that I gathered from my class. The student pinpointed exactly where I was being effective 
and where I needed to improve on.
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them as fellow learners, which they 
appreciated a lot.

Personal Effectiveness – Knowing 
Oneself and Others (Tuning into Self)
A teacher should also be adept at 
managing oneself before he/she  
takes up the responsibility of leading 
the young minds. I need to keep 
my emotions in check as a matured 
grown-up. The first step in growing 
this socioemotional competency is to 
gain awareness of what I am feeling.  
As shared earlier, I maintain a 
journal that I record weekly about the  
significant happenings, my thoughts 
and my feelings. This allows me to  
gain a deeper insight into how exactly 
I feel about certain events in the 
classroom, so that I can go about 
managing it appropriately.

In fact, the weekly journaling was  
initially requested by my NIES to 
document my growth as a student 
teacher. I soon realised that it helped 
me to take charge of my own learning 
progress by identifying my Areas 
for Improvement (AFI) during the 
weekly reflections. In one particular  
entry, I noted how I had made 
improvements in my voice and 
whiteboard management in class. I 
recalled my delight because it had 

brought clarity to my teaching in class 
and facilitated meaningful learning in 
my students.

PARTING THOUGHTS AND 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Ironically, it was at the end of  
my student teacher journey when I 
finally understood the meaning and 
significance of the word ‘inquiry’. It 
is more than thinking back about 
what has happened: to me, it is about 
being deliberate in my reflections, 
being curious to seek new avenues of 
growth and being willing to articulate 
my thinking process in front of  
others. It is all the more crucial for us 
as educators to know that learning 
does not stop. We need to continually 
ask questions and seek avenues of 
growth for our students’ learning.  

 We need to continually 
ask questions and seek 

avenues of growth for our 
students’ learning. We need 
to be reflective inquirers if 

we want to raise our students 
as curious inquirers.”

Journal entries like this helped me to record my thoughts and feelings for easy recall during the very busy practicum.
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We need to be reflective inquirers  
if we want to raise our students as 
curious inquirers.

I want to take this opportunity to 
thank a few individuals who made my  
inquiry process and practicum a 
meaningful one: Mr Timothy Tan 
(NIES), Mrs Soh Saw Eng (School Staff 
Developer), Mdm Rita Zarina (SCM), 
Mdm Lau Chau King, Ms Chan Bao 
Chan and Mdm Rosnayati (CTs).  
Words alone cannot express how 
grateful I am for their words of wisdom 
that provided me the impetus to grow 
as an educator.

One full school term has passed since  
I finished writing this chapter which 
equals ten weeks of actual teaching 
experience. While it doesn’t sound 
impressive at all, it certainly pushes me 
to my limits.

A very steep learning curve is what I 
had went through and what you should  
be expecting. Every single day in 
school had its own set of challenges: 
time constraints in teaching, students 
submitting their assignments, 
dealing with difficult kids in or 
outside the classroom, handling 
my CCA matters, assisting with the 
national oral examinations, and 
the list goes on. Even when I finally 
get to have some rest time in office  

or at home, I have to use it to prepare 
for the upcoming lessons.

In the midst of juggling all these, it was 
very easy to forget why I signed up for 
teaching in the first place. This was 
especially so when I was deployed to 
teach the lower-progress learners. The 
easy way out was to simply focus on 
helping them pass their Mathematics 
and put aside the other aspects of 
teaching that I firmly believe in.

Thankfully, I have the honour to 
contribute my learning experiences 
by writing this chapter. It serves as an 
anchor to remind myself of the core 
beliefs that I root myself in, and to 
realign my teaching practices with them 
for the upcoming school term.

In writing all these, I am once again 
reminded of the contribution of inquiry 
in my teacher identity development.  
The inquiry process is indeed not 
easy as it requires me to collect 
data, do reflections and participate 
in professional conversations and 
discussions, etc. However, this process 
has led me to understand who I am 
and my role as an educator. I certainly 
hope that you will put effort into 
doing so, in order to become a more 
effective educator who inspires the  
next generation of learners to be  
thirsty for knowledge and growth.
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My name is Suhaimi Bin Zainal Shah and my students call me Mr 
Suhaimi. I have a rather humble beginning, having been educated 
in Changkat Primary School, Bedok View Secondary School and 
Millennia Institute before graduating from the School of Physical and 
Mathematical Sciences (SPMS), Nanyang Technological University 
(NTU) in 2016 and National Institute of Education (NIE) in 2017.  
I now hold a Bachelor of Science degree in Mathematics and Economics 
with 2nd Upper Honours and a Postgraduate Diploma in Education 
(Merit). I do have hopes to further my studies in the future as  
I strongly believe in lifelong learning and I feel it is important for  
one to make full use of developmental opportunities to grow and 
mature as a professional.

TEACHER TRAVELLER TEACH-A-TRAVELLER 
SUHAIMI BIN ZAINAL SHAH, PGDE SECONDARY JULY 2016

Everyone as travellers in their own  
lifelong learning journey.

Graduation photo with my father, Zainal Shah Bin Ariffin, and my mother, Norhaini Bte Abu Bakar.



20

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

In the course of my undergraduate 
studies, I did a semester exchange 
programme in Koç University in Istanbul, 
Turkey and a summer teaching stint in 
Bialystok, Poland with the intention to 
learn with the world as my classroom. 
I treasured those experiences abroad 
as I saw how diverse the world truly is. 
The exposure to life overseas opened 
my eyes to the cultures and ways of life 
that thrived far beyond our borders. 
Travelling was so enriching to me that 
it soon became my passion. As an  
avid traveller, who often backpacked 
alone, I had plenty of private time to 
reflect on my life experiences and think 
about my future. In this chapter, I will 
be sharing a product of those musings, 
which later merged to become part 
of my teaching philosophy. It is about  
how I think of everyone as a traveller in 
their lifelong learning journey.

As I embarked on my career in the 
teaching profession, I knew that I had 
to think about my personal values and 
teaching beliefs. Everyone is unique, 

even educators. No two teachers are 
the same. Thus, it is normal for there 
to be various teaching philosophies 
and beliefs that work well for different 
individuals. Let me share with you how  
I went about thinking intentionally  
about my development as an educator. 

With the ideas from the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) lectures, 
conducted by Mr Ethan Wong Chuan 
Yuh, conversations with experienced 
educators such as Dr Alexius Chia 
Ti Yong, Dr Joseph Yeo Boon Wooi, 
and Dr Jason Tan Eng Thye, as well  
as discussions with fellow student 
teachers during my time in NIE,  
I started a process of reflection and  
introspection which helped me to  
decide on the type of teacher I would 
like to be. I reflected on my external 
observations of other educators and I 
looked inwards, soul-searching.

From my own experiences as a student, 
I was mostly able to identify the teachers 
that I do not want to be like. This is  
not because they were bad, rather it was 
probably just that their styles were not 
the best for me. There was a mismatch. 
I had to look for a style which suits me 
and soon I realised that it is important 
for me to hold on to the teaching 
philosophy and beliefs that would allow 
me to be nimble and flexible as an 
educator. I needed an all-encompassing 
idea which enabled me to see the 
macro level before I zoomed into the  
micro details.

After much contemplation, I decided 
to develop my initial muse of everyone 
as travellers because I saw the  

Teaching Indonesian children basic English words on 
‘Clothes’ on a Teaching English to Speakers of Other 
Languages (TESOL) certification course in Surabaya.
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metaphorical resemblance of everyone 
being on their own journey, a lifelong 
learning journey, and I soon came 
to realise that teachers are special 
travellers who simply had more 
responsibilities. Fine-tuning that idea 
into my teaching philosophy was a truly 
enriching process. As I was making 
sense of things in the bigger picture, 
it felt like I was receiving some form 
of enlightenment as eureka moments 
struck me repeatedly, slowly but surely 
solidifying my teaching philosophy. 

As I believe in ‘kaizen’ (Japanese for 
continuous improvement), I understand 
that my teaching philosophy is not final 
and further refinements will be made. 
Thus, this is my work-in-progress:

“Everyone is a traveller in their own 
lifelong learning journey and all 
teachers are in a special position 
as travellers who are expected to  
lead, care and inspire other 
travellers, their students per se, to 
continue travelling till they reach 
their final destinations. Teachers 
can be seen as travel guidebooks  
for the reference of adventurous 
and independent student-travellers, 
or they may be deemed as tour 
guides who are expected to provide 
more support especially for younger 
and less experienced groups of  
student-travellers.”

With the above analogy, one would 
realise that teachers have to be 
adaptable and ever-ready, therefore 
requiring sufficient preparation and 
training in content mastery, pedagogical 
approaches, as well as the soft skills Presenting my teaching philosophy in a plane-shaped 

word cloud during Focused Conversation (FC) 1 sharing.

 Everyone is a 
traveller in their own 

lifelong learning journey 
and all teachers are 
in a special position 

as travellers who are 
expected to lead, care and 
inspire other travellers.”



22

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

necessary to be productive and thrive 
in this VUCA world (Suhaimi, 2016),  
so as to be better able to aid other 
travellers in their journeys. This also 
implies that lifelong learning and 
continuous professional development 
is important as one-off courses or 
modules are not enough to groom 
teachers to be proficient, capable and 
confident in their competencies as  
educators.

Considering how this fits in the 
education system as a whole, we can  
see how educators develop to  
be curriculum experts, psychology 

specialists or administrators as they 
hone their skills and knowledge in 
different subject areas, just as how 
seasoned travellers write books, lead 
specialised and exotic tours or even 
run their own travel companies. Hence, 
I used the different continents or areas 
on a world map as symbolic indicators 
of these different areas of expertise  
that a teacher may delve in.

Sharing my FC1 with my peers using a Prezi presentation embedded in my Digital Portfolio.
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In my Prezi presentation, which I 
prepared for my FC1, I included both 
Instructional Programmes (IP) and 
non-IP subject matters, grouping them 
separately in different regions on 
the world map. I deliberately missed 
out labels for the North and South 
Poles as I felt that only something 
really challenging in my journey as an  
educator deserved those spots. 

After reflecting on my ten weeks of 
practicum, I realised that practicum 
was a significant contributor in my 
development as a teacher. It fits nicely 
into the Arctic or Antarctic area as  
it was a major obstacle, just like the 
icebergs there. In my FC3, I used an 
iceberg analogy to share about the 
difference between the ideal versus 
reality of teaching, linking what 
was taught as theory in NIE to how 
it is like in practice. I also referred 
to Sigmund Freud’s (1933) theories 
regarding the conscious, preconscious  
and unconscious to think about the 
visible and invisible aspects of teaching 
and learning (T&L).

Diving deeper into the idea of 
consciousness mentioned earlier, 
I read further about the conscious 
competence model (Chapman, 2007) 
- first shared to me by my school 
principal during contact time - as it 
conveniently allowed me to categorise 
my Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTCs) into four classifications: 
unconscious incompetence, conscious  
incompetence, conscious competence 
and unconscious competence, so 
as to achieve Ken Robinson’s (2009)  
“in the element”.

For example, after all the inquiry 
and reflection, I now know that I am  
generally good at building rapport, 
and I also know that I need to work on 
my writing size and speaking speed 
as it affects my legibility and clarity 
respectively. Although I know that I 
am generally good or bad at some 
areas related to T&L, there are still  
many other issues I am not aware of 
(the unconscious incompetence and 
competence). With time, I hope to 
get the opportunities to explore and 

Screenshot of my FC 3 which adopts the iceberg analogy.
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discover more of my strengths and 
areas for improvement with guidance 
and counsel.

With these abstract psychological ideas 
in mind, I would also like to bring in 
my teaching beliefs. As a Mathematics 
and Economics graduate and a teacher 
trained to teach Mathematics and 
English, I personally believe in the 
importance of multidisciplinary literacy 
and I strive to inculcate interdisciplinary 
learning in my lessons. This is also  
why I am very fond about the idea 
of STREAM education - adding A for 
aesthetics and R for reading to the 
more popular Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) 
education - in the future.

Also, I see myself as a teacher of 
students rather than a teacher of 
subjects (a principle I picked up from 
my NIE Mathematics lecturer, Dr 
Yeo). This means that I care about my 
students’ holistic development and not 
only their performance in the subjects 
I teach. I see the importance in having 
high expectations of all my students 
regardless of their backgrounds 
(Rosenthal, 1973). Additionally, I think 
that humans are social creatures 
by nature (Mayo, 1949) and having 
good rapport and healthy teacher-
student relationships go a long way in 
improving the T&L process. Moreover, 
I firmly believe in applying social 
constructivism theories (Vygotsky, 1978) 

and communicative language teaching 
to my lessons as it is important to make 
thinking visible (Ritchhart et al, 2011).

INQUIRY INTO PRACTICE

Although I started inquiring and 
reflecting on my teaching practice 
early, some of the challenges only 
became apparent to me in the middle  
of my practicum, specifically around 
the time of my FC2. In this section, I will 
discuss my inquiry process in three parts.

1) Feedback and Insights from Senior 
Educators and Students

As my students could get a bit noisy 
at times, I was initially unsure of 
how to react. Mr Nazrul, the Head of 
Department (HOD) of English Language 
(EL), was kind enough to point out that 
it was entirely up to me to decide if 
there was a tolerable level of noise in 
my classroom or if I preferred absolute 
silence. Going back to my teaching 
beliefs, I figured out that discussions 
and small talk could be a necessity 
for active learning in my classroom.  
Furthermore, I was lucky to get useful 
pearls of wisdom from my CTs, Mdm 
Sumrah Chuni and Mr Hosea Lee. They 
shared with me that it is important 
to set expectations in the first lesson 
and establish control by executing the  
logical consequences. Following their 
advice, I was able to manage my classes 
better in general. 

 I see myself as a teacher of students 
rather than a teacher of subjects.”
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Thus, classroom management was not 
too much of a problem for me, except 
when dealing with students with special 
needs as I had no prior training or 
relevant experience. I brought up this 
issue during the FC2 with my School 
Coordinating Mentor, Ms Ng Mei Ling, 
as well as in a dialogue with the school 
principal, who is experienced in working 
with students with special needs. From 
those discussions, I learnt then that  
there are professional development 
courses for teachers to learn the 
necessary skills to manage students 
with special needs and there are 
also Allied Educators specialising in 
Learning and Behavioural Support 
who may be assigned to classes  
with more challenging students. These 
experiences got me thinking about  
the need for teachers to care for all 
our students in this inclusive society  
that we live in regardless of their 
backgrounds or status.

This is also why I put in extra effort  
to win the hearts and minds of all  
my students. Being firm without 
being fierce enables me to be more 
approachable to my students. A  
running activity that I started from 
my very first lesson with any class - 
requiring students to follow my origami 

instructions to fold an A7 booklet  
out of an A4 piece of paper - gives me 
insights to the stories of my students’ 
lives. My students will write about their 
strengths, interests and ambitions in 
their personal mini booklet entitled 
‘Story of my life’, and I will set out 
to make my lessons more relevant, 
appealing and personal (Nazir Amir, 
2014) for them. 

For example, in my English class, 
I introduced blackout summary, a 
variation of blackout poetry, and 
challenged my students - especially  
those with talents and interests in  
arts - to design and decorate their 
work nicely. The activity encouraged 
my students to read newspapers and  
choose suitable articles to summarise. 
Besides this, I would come to school  
early and sit with my students in the 
canteen while they ate their breakfast  
and rushed through their semi-
completed homework. When they 
realise that I am always there for 
them, some will ask for assistance on 
questions that they find difficult.

‘Story of my life’ booklet and sample for Blackout Summary activity.
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2) Statistical Analysis of Learners’ 
Results and Survey on T&L

The other aspect of inquiry focused on 
my students’ performance and opinions. 
One of the methods was to track my 
students’ academic performance. 
Monitoring my students’ grades allowed 
me to compute the relevant statistics  
to determine who required more 
guidance and support. Besides looking 
out for improvements in my students’ 
grades, I was worried if there was 
stagnation or deterioration. For those 
cases, I had to consider if my teaching 
was not working well for the students or 
perhaps something else was affecting 
their studies. 

During practicum, I conducted a 
simplified T&L survey with a sample  
size of about 120 students whom I  

teach either English or Mathematics to 
almost every day.

Starting with my merits, it was obvious 
that most of my students appreciated 
the novel artefacts and lesson ideas I 
brought to their class. I made concrete 
manipulatives using Strawbees to teach 
the expansion and factorisation of 
algebraic expressions, and extended 
a listening and representing activity 
(shared by Dr Chia) into a criminal 
identification simulation complete with 
a viewing gallery. Although those novel 
ideas peaked their interest and made 
them more attentive in my lessons, I also 
had to make sure that they achieved 
the intended learning objectives of the 
lesson. This was evident when they 
were able to reflect on their learning 
maturely and prove their understanding 
during assessments.

Mathematics manipulatives using Strawbees and role-playing ‘Police and Thief’ for an English Language (EL) listening 
activity.
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From the survey, I learnt that about 
three out of an average class size of 
40 students felt that my whiteboard 
handwriting was too small at times and 
I noticed that those who said so often 
sat near the back of the classroom. 
This highlighted to me the importance 
of writing bigger and zooming in the 
visualiser more to benefit those at 
the back, but sometimes the solution 
is simply to shift those with poorer 
eyesight to the front or to get them to 
wear spectacles. 

The other issue that was brought to 
light was that I spoke too fast or my 
pace was too quick for some students 
to catch up. In this regard, about 4% of 
all the respondents felt that reducing  
my speaking speed could improve 
the clarity of my teaching and boost 
their learning. I noted all this feedback 
and made some effort to address 
those issues. I gave out a thumbs-
up (resembling a Facebook ‘like’)  
styrofoam board for selected students 
to hold and asked them to signal to me 
if things were clear during lessons. 

Ending this point on a more positive 
note, some of the students’ feedback 
in the open-ended questions of the 
survey touched my heart and spurred 
me to continue doing my very best 
for all my students. These are some 
verbatim: “good, reasonable and kind 
with concern”, “overall good teacher, 
friendly and caring”, “he is a nice and  
fun teacher and lets us learn in a fun 
way by bringing his own creations to 
make us understand better”, “please 
teach us math again; if possible  
english too”, “teach forever here” and 
also “[be]cause you are [per]fect”. 

With such inspiring words from 
my students and some wise words 
from Ignacio Estrada, an educational 
consultant who once said, “if a child 
can’t learn the way we teach, maybe we 
should teach the way they learn”, I have 
thus decided to focus more on the areas 
for improvement (AFIs) so that I can be 
a better educator for my students. To 
be more efficient, I focus on making 
changes that have high effect sizes 
such as by adopting reciprocal teaching 
and encouraging more classroom 
discussions based on John Hattie’s 
(2012) ‘Visible Learning for Teachers’.

3) Personal Reflections and 
Introspection

The quote, “teachers who love teaching 
teach their students to love learning” 
(Meehan, 2011), struck me deeply. This 
is because it not only synchronises 
with my teaching philosophy, it also 
emphasises that teachers should be 
role models who influence others to 
continue and enjoy learning. I too, hope Thumbs-up placards used for lesson feedback
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to enthuse my students to learn the 
subjects which I teach even if they do 
not necessarily do well or excel in them. 
Using the proverbial notion of teaching 
a man how to fish instead of giving him 
a fish, I want to impart the joy of learning 
and to ignite the spark of curiosity so 
that my students can continue going 
on the learning process as long as he or  
she lives.

As a bonus, I would be honoured if 
someday the teacher-student-teacher 
cycle goes full circle and I could inspire 

another soul to join the noble profession 
with passion and compassion. Perhaps, 
I can encourage my students to help out 
their peers and mentor their juniors so 
that they could be more confident in 
their ability when they are able to teach 
someone else to understand it, at least 
as well as they do. It would be a win-win 
situation as by teaching you will learn 
and by learning you will teach. The end 
goal would therefore be nurturing the 
epitome of a self-directed learner who 
encourages and assists others to reach 
that stage too.

DEVELOPING GRADUAND TEACHER COMPETENCIES (GTCs)

 Using the proverbial notion of teaching a man how to fish 
instead of giving him a fish, I want to impart the joy of learning and 
to ignite the spark of curiosity so that my students can continue 

going on the learning process as long as he or she lives.”

Expected competencies of graduating teachers based on the GTC Framework.
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Putting it all together, I noticed that I 
have either built up my capacity or have 
been made aware of my competencies 
relating to my Professional Practice, 
Leadership and Management as well as 
Personal Effectiveness. After the first 
four weeks of practicum, I realised that 
I could manage the workload and meet 
the basic expectations, so I attempted 
to go the extra mile beyond classroom 
teaching. This is directly linked to the 
conscious competence model I shared 
earlier as I began to explore how else I 
can improve. 

I became more proactive and began 
applying for courses, workshops and 
seminars that would allow me to 
push myself and learn from experts 
in their respective fields. My efforts 
paid off as I got to network with other 
passionate educators in those Ministry 
of Education (MOE) events. When I went 

for a cluster sharing session to learn 
about ‘Real World Context’ questions 
for Mathematics, I met my HOD of 
Mathematics, Mdm Tay Ngee Mui, who 
encouraged me to keep up the positive 
attitude and learn what I can from the 
experienced teachers. 

On another occasion, I went for an 
Educational Support Seminar together 
with two HODs, Mr Andrew Lim and 
Mr Ow Kok Meng, who motivated  
me to continue upgrading myself and 
ask questions to draw wisdom from 
senior teachers. At that event, I met Mr 
Ho Fu Chew, from Guidance Branch  
(GB), who was my supervisor during 
my internship stint and he warmly 
welcomed me to the teaching  
fraternity. In the breakout sessions,  
I attended a sharing by Dr Nazir, a 
Fulbright Scholar and Master Teacher 
in AST. It made me realise that there is 

Cluster Sharing themed ‘Teaching for the Joy of Learning’.
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a wealth of knowledge and expertise 
within my reach and all it took was 
some initiative on my part to ask. 
The senior educators, albeit packed 
with busy schedules, were willing to 
point me in the right direction and 
provide some feedback. I hope that as 
I mature to be a leader in my choice 
of specialisation or track, I would have 
the courage and tenacity to build 
partnerships for collaboration and 
employ creative approaches to get  
buy-in from my stakeholders, be it 
students, fellow educators or parents, 
just as I have observed the educators 
before me have done.

In conclusion, I hope to achieve the 
most I can in my chosen line of work 
by developing my craft and skills as 
this is the way forward in line with 
SkillsFuture, which is essentially about 

Mastery, Meritocracy and Me (Ong Ye 
Kung, 2016). With that, I will be able 
to trudge onwards in my own lifelong 
journey and therefore reach my 
final destination, going beyond self-
actualisation to possibly transcendence 
by helping others achieve their self 
actualisation. I would like to end this 
chapter with a meaningful quote by  
the late Professor Lee Sing Kong who 
said, “the best teacher is one who can 
inspire the heart of every student and 
through this, change their lives not  
only within the classroom but beyond”.

Sharing session during the Educational Support Seminar.
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Growing up, I realised music lessons 
were not simply about instrumental 
techniques, often, they were about 
character-building. In the process 
of developing musical skills, it also 
sharpens our confidence, sensitivity 
and self-discipline. Most importantly,  
it teaches us about sincerity. Only when  
you are sincere, will you be able to 
influence others. This statement is 
something I hold close to heart and am 
trying to advocate in school.

PIZZICATO AT THE HEARTSTRINGS
TEO YIN SONG GERALD, PGDE PRIMARY JULY 2016

"Play from your heart! In order for others to reciprocate, 
you have to use your heart first." This was what my 
music teacher often said during our music lessons, as 

I sat across him holding on to my erhu.

 Only when you 
are sincere, will you  
be able to influence 

others. This statement 
is something I hold close 

to heart and am trying 
to advocate in school.”

Helping my friend, Stephanie, who is visually handicapped, during the Purple Symphony’s rehearsal
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WHY TEACHING?

Currently, I am a music teacher in 
Stamford Primary School after I served 
my practicum stint in Hong Wen School.

Prior to teaching, I was a System  
Engineer in a German engineering firm 
right after I graduated from the Technical 
University of Munich with a Bachelor 
of Science in Electrical Engineering and 
Information Technology. Having said 
that, teaching and music have always 
been my passion and that led me to 
be actively involved in these two areas 
during my free time.

Since 2009, I have been a musician with 
the Singapore National Youth Chinese 
Orchestra. On top of that, I am also the 
Assistant Conductor of the Changi Simei 
Community Club Chinese Orchestra and 
a volunteer with the Purple Symphony, 
Singapore’s largest inclusive orchestra 
comprising musicians with and without 
special needs. Facilitated by Central 
Singapore Community Development 
Council, The Purple Symphony is 
a platform where I learnt how the 
instructors engaged and taught music 
to students with special needs from 
Pathlight and various organisations.  
I have been with them since 2016 and 
I am proud to perform alongside these 
students in their annual concert and at 
The Purple Parade, a movement that 
supports and celebrates the abilities of 
persons with special needs.

The experience that motivated me to 
make the switch, was when I volunteered 
as a tutor in my alma mater’s alumni 
tuition programme. Free tuition is 

conducted every Saturday for students 
who need assistance in their studies. 
It was a serendipitous encounter. 
I enjoyed the interactions with the 
students and found tremendous 
satisfaction in inspiring and influencing 
them. Being involved in the programme 
for two years, I have seen tutees who 
have benefited from the programme 
come back as volunteers upon their 
graduation from secondary school. 
Being part of this virtuous cycle gave 
me a sense of satisfaction that cannot 
be found in any other industry, and that 
made me decide to make a switch.

CRAFTING MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

When I first encountered the phrase 
“Teaching Philosophy” at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE), I was at a 
loss. It has always been my aspiration 
to be a good teacher, but what are my 
beliefs and drives? I had not dwelt upon 
these questions back then. Yet, the 
Professional Practice and Inquiry (PPI) 
course made me aware that my teaching 
beliefs are critical as they will guide me 
to actualise what I want to achieve in 
my classroom. As I embark on different 
stages of my career, I believe that I will 
be constantly learning, reflecting, and 
shaping a teaching philosophy that 
resonates with me along the way.

I started crafting my teaching  
philosophy in the first lesson of PPI by 
brainstorming and listing keywords of 
how I wanted my music lessons to be  
on my Digital Portfolio. I remembered 
asking students, during my contract 
teaching in Ngee Ann Primary School, 
about skills and attributes they thought 
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they need to develop to be a good 
musician. Often, I received answers 
such as being able to sing, to possess 
good rhythmic sense and to play 
musical instruments well. Surprisingly, 
good listening skills, a fundamental 
skill of music, was seldom mentioned.  
Listening is not only a fundamental skill 
in music, it is also an essential social 
skill. When we seek first to listen and 
understand, we are initiating respect 
and empathy and thus, others are more 
likely to reciprocate. These are the 
values and skills I would like my students 
to take away during the process of 
learning music.

Finally, I chose the shape of headphones 
as a representation of my teaching 
philosophy, encompassing the values 
and skills that I hope to cultivate  
through my lessons. This is as I believe  
a good listening skill is imperative and 
can be learnt through music.

Looking at the keywords, I realised my 
teaching philosophy could be split into 

two parts – my role as an educator  
and the classroom environment that I 
would like to cultivate. 

My Teaching Philosophy
As an educator, I truly believe that 
our primary role is to inculcate sound 
values and morals in our students, 
where we use our subjects as modes of 
interaction to reach out to the students. 

Articulating my teaching philosophy on my Digital 
Portfolio

Role as an educator
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Music is an international language as 
well as a form of expression. Through 
music lessons, ample opportunities 
are created for students to learn more 
about themselves and to express their 
thoughts and emotions. I would like to 
seize these teachable moments to help 
students to develop good characters.  
For example, while students are 
performing in an ensemble, we could 
seize the opportunity to inculcate 
teamwork and interpersonal skills. 
Performance is a form of authentic 
learning, which allows students to build 
their confidence and manage their 
emotions such as stress and anxiety. 

Every class has its own distinctive 

dynamics and everyone has different 
learning needs. Therefore, I hope to 
facilitate my lesson to suit the different 
learning styles of the students by 
incorporating differentiated learning. 
I also believe that learning is most 
effective when it is taking place 
intuitively. Hence, I seek to design 
fun and engaging lessons to allow  
students to appreciate abstract musical 
ideas and concepts.

In my classroom, I hope to create a 
safe environment where we embrace 
diversity, mistakes and ideas. Students 
in music lessons should not be afraid 
to express their ideas and creativity as 
music is all about expression.

Classroom environment I would like to create

 Music is an international language as well as a form of 
expression. Through music lessons, ample opportunities are 
created for students to learn more about themselves and to 

express their thoughts and emotions. I would like to seize these 
teachable moments to help students to develop good characters.”
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CHALLENGES FACED IN PRACTICUM

During my practicum, I faced several 
challenges. First, I noticed conventional 
classroom routines such as “one silent 
clap”, commonly used by teachers, were 
no longer effective. The purpose of the 
“one silent clap” is to get the attention 
from the students or to prompt them 
to be ready for instructions or lessons. 
However, I noticed that I have to 
conduct it multiple times in order to get 
the students’ attention.

Second, I realised that it was challenging 
to motivate and engage students to 
learn music, especially those in the 
upper primary levels. They tend to think 
that singing is “lame” and hence are 
uncooperative during the lessons.

Third, in some instances, I realised that  
I tended to give my attention to students 
who were weaker in music. As such, 
those who were better in music might 
feel disengaged as the lessons were  
not challenging enough. 

Fourth, I felt that it was difficult to build 
rapport with my students. Rapport 
is especially important during music 
lessons as we often require students 
to perform or to participate in activities  
that are out of their comfort zone. 
A strong rapport will create a safe 
environment where the students will be 
comfortable and confident to express 
themselves. However, as a music 
teacher, I only get to see each class once 
a week. It took me some time to get a 
clearer sense of the students’ profiles 
in the classes. At the same time, the 
students also needed some time to 

adjust to my teaching style, routines  
and expectations. 

I wondered, how can I use music to 
engage my students in my lessons?

PLANS TO REFINE CLASSROOM 
PRACTICES

In order to understand the cause of 
these issues, I requested to observe 
lessons of veteran teachers so as to 
learn their instructional techniques and 
experience the learning process from 
the student’s point of view. In Hong  
Wen School, I was privileged to 
be attached to three Cooperating 
Teachers (CT), Ms Cheryl Lee, Mdm 
Lim Joo Leng and Ms Sabrina Tay.  
All of them had different teaching 
styles and approaches, yet they were 
able to capture the students’ attention 
using their different masteries.  
Through them, I learnt that there are 
multiple approaches to conduct music 
lessons.

On top of that, I also requested to 
observe other lessons such as Physical 
Education, Mathematics, Programme 
for Active Learning and Chinese Cultural 
Programme to gain more insights on  
how each lesson was being conducted. 
At the end of each day, I would have 
a debrief session with my CTs or 
NIE Supervisor (NIES) to gather their 
feedback on my lessons and to discuss 
ideas and approaches for subsequent 
lessons. For instance, my NIES,  
Professor Lum Chee Hoo, suggested 
that I incorporate differentiated 
learning in my lessons to engage all 
students and my CT, Ms Sabrina Tay,  
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felt that I could have engaged the 
students better with the use of more 
instruments in my lessons.

Their constructive feedback helped  
me in my inquiry process. I was able to 
pay special attention to the mentioned 
areas when I watched my recorded 
lessons, in order to further refine my 
teaching practices.

MAKING CHANGES IN PRACTICE

I started refining my practices based  
on the data collected - by observing 
lessons of veteran teachers, feedback 
from mentors and by reviewing my 
recorded lessons. I came out with a few 
solutions to tackle these issues.

Using Games to Make Music Accessible

To make music fun and accessible for 
the upper primary students who were 
learning the ukulele, I created a game 
called “Ukulele Hero”. There are six 
stages in the game, where the difficulty 
level increases with each stage. In each 
stage, students are required to play 
the ukulele following the instruction  
in order to move on to the next. They 
will either receive one star for good try, 
two stars for well done or three stars 
for excellent in order to clear the stage, 
or else they would have to attempt 
the stage again. Different strumming 
patterns and songs could be learnt 
through this interactive game.

As suggested by my NIES, I  
incorporated differentiated learning in 
this lesson. Students who were better 
in music were invited to attempt a 

Clearing the stage with three stars

Instructions to play the game

Ukulele Hero
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bonus stage where they could help 
their class to earn bonus points. This 
made them excited and motivated to 
perform their best. My CT, Mdm Lim 
Joo Leng complimented that the lesson 
took into consideration the different 
learners’ profiles by carefully planning 
a range of difficulty levels to cater to  
students’ abilities.

Using Musical Cues to Attract Students’ 
Attention

I used musical cues to replace 
conventional routines as well. For 
example, instead of using “one silent 
clap”, I would sing “Are you ready, are 
you ready?” and the students would 
reply, “Yes, I am. Yes, I am”. There was 
once, instead of singing the cue, I played 
the melody on the Electone, and to my 
surprise, the students were able to 
respond by singing, “Yes, I am. Yes, I am”. 

Besides that, students were told that 
throughout the lesson, they would 

play a game of musical “Simon says” in  
which students were tasked to copy the 
rhythm clapped by me. However, if a 
particular rhythm was clapped, students 
were to do a silent clap. Not only did 
these new routines help to capture 
students’ attention, they also helped 
students to develop musical skills such 
as singing and good rhythmic sense.

Reward System

I tried various methods to engage my 
students during lessons. One of the 
methods is Class Dojo, an internet 
application that allows teachers to 
award points to students for classroom 
participation and positive behaviours. 
Students were excited when points were 
awarded and that encouraged them 
to actively participate during lessons.  
I also tried an interesting approach 
called Mystery Musician. This idea was 
shared by my friend, Goh Wee Peng, 
when we were discussing our lessons 
through the phone. A Mystery Musician 
is the student who demonstrated good 
values and gave their best during the 
lesson. The Mystery Musician will be 
announced at the end of every lesson 
through the use of Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICT). 

During one of my lesson observations, 
my CT, Ms Sabrina Tay, commented 
that the use of Class Dojo was effective 

Feedback from Ms Sabrina Tay

Comments from Mdm Lim Joo Leng on the “Ukulele 
Hero” lesson
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as it motivated students to be on task 
and encouraged active classroom 
participation.

My other CT, Ms Cheryl Lee, commented 
in another lesson observation that I was 
patient with my class and the use of  
the Class Dojo had effectively managed 
the class and allowed me to develop 
rapport with the students.

It was encouraging to see the 
gradual improvement in my teaching 
practices throughout the journey. The  
feedback provided by my mentors 
highlighted my strengths and areas 
of improvement, allowing me to 
fine-tune my teaching practices. The 
positive feedback also affirmed my 
improvement and bore testimony to  
the Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTC) that I have developed.

GRADUAND TEACHER COMPETENCIES

My inquiry process has made me realise 
my professional development and  

I would like to share my growth in  
some of the GTCs: 

Providing Quality Learning of Child

While Class Dojo and Mystery 
Musician used the form of extrinsic 
motivation to engage my students,  
I learnt that intrinsic motivation is 
more beneficial for students’ learning.  
It is important for us to craft our 
lessons to cultivate intrinsic motivation 
in students such that they will see  
learning as a meaningful experience. 

 It is important for  
us to craft our lessons  
to cultivate intrinsic 

motivation in students  
such that they will see 

learning as a meaningful 
experience.”

Using my Digital Portfolio to document evidences of my developed GTCs

Feedback from Ms Cheryl Lee
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Encourage Students to See Learning as a 
Meaningful Experience
I encouraged students to see learning 
as a meaningful experience by 
incorporating innovative approaches 
in my teaching practices. We created a 
pan flute, which was tuned together as 
a class. The students then performed 
with their hand-made pan flute.  
Through this activity, students were 
able to have a clearer understanding on 
the inversely proportional relationship 
between the length of the tubes and the 
pitch of the notes.

I also created floor keyboards to teach 
the musical concept of intervals, “Step 
and Skip”. Students learnt to play a 
song by jumping on the floor keyboard 
and subsequently transferring the skills  
to the actual keyboard. This activity was 
designed to engage the kinaesthetic 
learners.

Students learning the concept of “skip and step” on the 
floor keyboard

Created a floor keyboard by painting on a rubber mat

Students collecting the materials in 
an orderly manner

Students working on their pan flute Pan flute created from straws
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Engage Students in Creative Thinking
I also encouraged students to 
think creatively by incorporating 
improvisation and composition in  
my lesson. These lessons provided 
students with the opportunity to explore 
and express their musical ideas.

Develop ICT-Integrated and Multimedia-
Supported Learning Experience
To enhance my students’ learning 
experiences, I created games using 
PowerPoint. This helped to guide my 
students through the different steps or 
instructions projected on the screen. 
Through the games, students could 
also learn about musical concepts 
such as note values, instrumental 
playing, musical forms and dynamics.  
Here are some of the games and 
resources I have created using ICT in  
NIE and practicum:

Nurturing the Whole Child

I truly subscribe to the idea that all 
students can learn, but how can we 
help all students to learn? During my 
contract teaching, I met a student 
with special needs. He was assigned 
to learn the cello (as all students were 
required to learn a Chinese orchestra  
instrument during music lessons 
as part of the music curriculum).  
However, as the instructor and I had 
no prior experience with teaching 
music to students with special needs, 
we were at a loss and did not know 
how to engage him in learning. 
 
This got me thinking and eventually  
led me to join the Purple Symphony,  
as I wanted to learn how the  
instructors engage and teach music 
to students with special needs from 
Pathlight and various organisations. 

Incorporating Improvisation and Composition in Lesson

Using an animated listening map to help students 
appreciate western classical music. In this game, students 
have to identify the dynamics in the musical piece in 
order to move the spaceship across the different planets

Students have to play the recorder to “shoot” 
on the correct beat and to avoid the rests

Shoot the Notes, a game to teach the concept 
of offbeat on the recorder
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The instructors taught from their heart. 
I believe the students can feel that and 
reciprocate by giving in their best, not 
only during the actual performance 
but also during rehearsals. They paid 
full attention during rehearsals and 
got upset if the rehearsal did not go 
well. Music had become a part of them. 
Every time I attended the rehearsals, it 
was really heart-warming to see how 
these students with special needs or 
disabilities, such as blindness and even 
deafness, came together to create 
music. This reinforced my belief that all 
students can learn.

NIE JOURNEY

The NIE journey has been one with 
a steep learning curve and provided 
me with many opportunities to learn, 
especially during my practicum.  

Through NIE, I learnt more about 
myself, especially my strengths and my 
weaknesses. The Postgraduate Diploma 
in Education (PGDE) programme 
not only trains us to be competent 
teachers but also develops us musically.  
We learnt classical music theory,  
musical pedagogies and were provided  
with ample opportunities to perform  
and improvise.

Our cohort put up a recital on our 
last day in NIE. My group consisted 
of an ensemble of two pianists, a 
violinist, an erhu player and a vocalist.  
We performed an original tone poem 
written based on Walt Whitman’s 
poem, In Midnight Sleep. In the  
piece, we explored indeterminacy 
and extended techniques on our 
instruments, representing the anger  
and anguish during the civil war. 

Performing with the Purple Symphony to a full house at its first ticketed concert on 2 April 2017
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Performing using an improvisational 
approach and extended techniques 
was something new to all of us and 
this experience was a breakthrough,  
as we stepped out of our usual 
performing style.

I would like to use this opportunity 
to thank my professors, lecturers, 
tutors and NIES. This journey would 
not be possible without all of them. I 
would like to thank them for shaping 
me to who I am today. I will strive to 
inspire my students like how they  
inspired me.

Last but not least, my biggest 
takeaway is getting to know the most  

enthusiastic and spontaneous friends 
and musicians in the PGDE Primary 
Music programme. I learnt so many 
interesting lesson ideas from them 
and have adapted those ideas into 
my lessons. Their positivity and 
encouragement have helped me to get 
through the vigorous programme. 

Thank you for the wonderful memories, 
all the performances, compositions 
and improvisations that we put 
up together. It is really amazing 
to see how much we were able to  
accomplish when we were together. 
I sincerely hope that there will be 
more opportunities for us to perform  
together in the future!

My group performing our original composition, “In Midnight Sleep”
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A BRIEF BACKGROUND

My name is Melodie and I am a music teacher. I was contract  
teaching at Punggol Primary School before I entered the National 
Institute of Education (NIE) as a student teacher, and later did my 
practicum at Seng Kang Primary School where I now teach. Prior  
to joining the Ministry of Education (MOE) as a teacher, I completed 
my music degree at the National University of Singapore, majoring  
in vocal performance. While doing so, I also taught piano, singing, 
and music and movement to young children on a part-time basis.

THE IMPORTANCE OF  
TEACHER-STUDENT RELATIONSHIPS

MELODIE TAN, PGDE PRIMARY JULY 2016

Coming from a musical background 
where I was performance-driven and 
spent hours of vigorous practice daily to 
hone my craft in singing, this inevitably 
impacted the way I perceived teaching 
as well as the goals I hoped my students 
would achieve. Back then, to me, being 
a good teacher was simply being able 
to develop my students to be musically 
and technically proficient. I used to 
base my success as a teacher largely on 
how well my students could perform 
as musicians, and I used to be much 
more concerned about the product 
of performance than the process of 
learning for that matter.

FORMATION OF MY TEACHER IDENTITY

It was my journey in NIE that allowed me 
to discover that teaching encompassed 
so much more than just being able to A picture of myself and one of my very first students
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successfully impart musical content, 
skills and techniques to my students. 
In summary, my teaching philosophy, 
which has been crystallised over time 
through my learning experiences in NIE, 
is captured in this word cloud extracted 
from my Digital Portfolio.

Firstly, I aspire to build positive teacher-
student relationships, where every child 
feels valued and cared for. I believe 
that it is when my students know that 
I truly care for them that they make a 
conscious choice to listen and to learn, 
as they have come to trust that what I 
teach will come to be of value to them 
in some way or another. Teaching is 
also a work of the heart where the 
character development of the child is at 
hand, which I believe can be nurtured 
through the trust and rapport that is 
built between both parties. Personally, 
I believe that character is better caught 
rather than taught. As the saying goes, 
“Actions speak louder than words”. It is 
my goal to be a positive influencer and 
role model to my students, inspiring 

hope and instilling in the hearts of my 
students the positive values present in 
each teachable moment.

Secondly, I see the importance of 
student-centred teaching and learning, 
where every child is equally important 
and can succeed. I believe in placing 
my students’ needs before my lesson 
agenda, and therefore I am always 
prepared to exercise adaptability to  
best cater to their needs. When their 
learning needs are met, I believe that 
every child can be thoroughly engaged 
in learning. Additionally, I aspire to 
engage and challenge every child 
according to their unique abilities 
through differentiated learning, so that 
every child will be able to grow and learn 
at their own time and pace.

Thirdly, I aspire to provide a safe and 
inclusive environment for every child 
to learn and grow. In particular, the 
classroom is an environment which I 
believe should be of safety and inclusion 
to each child who steps in. According to 

A word cloud of my teaching philosophy in the Digital Portfolio
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my music lessons, which allow my 
students to learn through play and self-
discovery. More specifically, I lead my 
students to discover musical concepts 
and theories through moving to music, 
and discovering rhythm and melody 
through various musical and singing 
games. The students are then able to 
inquire into their learning and take 
their learning further outside of the 
classroom. Moreover, these concepts 
learnt through the self-discovery 
process will not only be better retained 
in memory and in application by each 
child, but it will also give them greater 
intrinsic motivation to learn more.  
These also add value to learning 
as authentic and active learning is 
facilitated in the process, which allows 
the students to see the relevance 
of learning in the classroom to their 
everyday lives.

I have discovered that in educating 
the child, the learning process is vital  
and perhaps even far beyond the 
importance of results. I have had 
paradigm shifts after paradigm shifts 
since the days of my contract teaching 
experience, as well as from my  
learning at NIE. One such example is 
that every child, and not just some, 
can succeed. I have also learnt that 
educating a child encompasses so  
much more than merely equipping 
them with knowledge and skills. More 

 I see an educator’s role as a facilitator of learning rather 
than a spoonfeeder of theories, as I believe this eventually leads 
to the development of self-directed and life-long learners.”

Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 
1987), an individual requires one's 
physiological, safety and belonging 
needs to be met in order to achieve 
growth and self-fulfilment. Thus, I 
believe in setting a welcoming tone in 
the classroom which allows my students 
to feel unafraid to inquire or to make 
genuine mistakes, as these will inevitably 
lead to their growth and learning. I 
would also always try to incorporate 
activities which provide opportunities 
for peer interactions so that a sense 
of community and belonging can be 
fostered among the children, which 
further contributes to safety and 
inclusion in the classroom. With each 
lesson that I conduct, I aspire to develop 
students who are eager to participate, 
willing to take risks and unafraid to try 
even in the face of difficulties.

Lastly, I see an educator’s role as a 
facilitator of learning rather than a 
spoonfeeder of theories, as I believe this 
eventually leads to the development 
of self-directed and life-long learners.  
It is most valuable to me when my 
students gain sustainable interest in 
a subject and take ownership of their 
learning. To help facilitate this, I use 
teaching pedagogies in the classroom 
which help deepen the intrinsic 
motivation of learning in each child. As a 
music teacher, I employ the approaches 
of Orff (1963) and Dalcroze (2011) in 



46

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

importantly, an educator holds the 
responsibility of nurturing a child in 
their heart and character, as well as to 
embrace them in their strengths and 
their weaknesses through the positive 
teacher-student relationships built 
through teaching.

Towards the end of my course at NIE, 
I came to the conclusion that the heart 
of teaching really centres around the 
relationship and trust built between 
teacher and student. This continues 
to be my daily motivation to teach and 
love my students despite the countless 
challenges I have faced in the process. 
My prior contract teaching and later 
practicum experiences also affirmed 
my discovery much further, and in turn 
shaped my teacher identity as well as 
the goals that I had for my students.

In essence, this is the quote which 
inspired my teaching philosophy,  
and it is what drives all that I do as 
an educator. As John Maxwell says, 
“A person does not care how much 
you know until they know how much 
you care.” As I have mentioned, the 
building of positive teacher-student 
relationships, I now believe, supersedes 
the mere impartation of skills and 
knowledge. 

MY NIE JOURNEY

How were these beliefs that I have  
about teaching refined to what they 
are today? My learning journey in NIE 
certainly played a huge part in helping 
me discover what I believed in, refining 
my beliefs as an educator and forming 
my teacher identity.

Firstly, I have learnt to better 
understand the children who are under 
my care. For example, through the 
module Educational Psychology, I have 
learned about learning theories such as 
Vygotsky’s Social Development theory 
(Vygotsky, 1978), as well Motivation 
Theories such as the Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs (Maslow, 1987), which taught 
me that the physiological and basic 
needs of a child need to be met in order 
for a child to learn and grow optimally. 
This has caused me to realise that 
children need a safe environment in 
order to grow and learn, and it vastly 
changed my approach to teaching and 
the way I interacted with my students.

Also, something that really changed my 
outlook on teaching was something my 
Educational Psychology tutor, Mr Tan 
Ying Kiat, always used to emphasise 
during our tutorials. He called it the 
three P’s: Purpose, Process, Product. 
Often in our teaching careers, we are 
so greatly concerned about the end 
product, that we do not realise the 

 The heart of teaching 
really centres around the 

relationship and trust 
built between teacher and 

student. This continues 
to be my daily motivation 

to teach and love my 
students despite the 

countless challenges I 
have faced in the process.” 
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importance of helping our students to 
understand the purpose as to why they 
learn, and in leading them to enjoy the 
process of learning. This was something 
that impacted my teaching philosophy 
greatly and caused a huge paradigm 
shift in my teaching practice, and which 
continued to serve as a timely reminder 
to me even in my moments of struggle 
during the practicum process.

I have also learnt various creative ways 
of music teaching to engage the “whole 
child”. I believe in engaging the learner 
not just cognitively, but also physically 
(e.g. through music and movement, 
games), socially (e.g. through circle 
games and interacting games with 
friends) and emotionally. Instead of 
just nurturing one aspect of the child, 
I recognise the value in engaging the 

child holistically. One such music 
teaching pedagogy I have learned about 
is the Orff Approach (Orff, 1963), which 
refers to learning through play and 
improvisation, that I now use frequently 
during my music lessons. I have also 
learnt that it is important to engage 
my students in 21st Century Quality 
Learning, which is active, authentic, 
reflective and collaborative, as it deeply 
enhances the whole learning experience 
for the child. Furthermore, I am now 
more equipped to engage the students 
through a variety of methods which 
are creative and to make learning both 
exciting and meaningful.

Lastly, through modules such as 
Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) and Music Education, 
I have learnt to create music resources 

The Musical Staff Song
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which help to enhance my students’ 
learning. Having recalled my previous 
experience as a piano and singing 
teacher, I realised that note reading 
was a common topic which children 
commonly struggle with. Therefore, as 
songs help in memory recall and are 
also fun and engaging to young children,  
I wrote a song during my teaching 
practice to further aid in my students’ 
learning of the notes of the musical staff.

FACING CHALLENGES THROUGH THE 
PROCESS OF INQUIRY

While my NIE journey has played a 
significant part in the refining of my 
teaching philosophy, I needed to learn 
how to translate this into classroom 
practice. Practicum provided me with 
this platform, where challenges I faced 
along the way helped me to refine my 
teaching practice further. For example, 
I faced the challenge of catering to my 
students’ diverse learning needs. I was 
aware of that through my learning in 
NIE, but I never understood the extent 

of it until I experienced it myself through 
my teaching practice. I discovered that 
because every child is unique, therefore 
every class has different learning needs 
which include special needs, different 
levels of engagement, and even class 
dynamics. Such challenges in turn led 
me to the process of inquiry, shown in 
the diagram below, which I constantly 
used throughout my practicum journey 
to discover the most appropriate 
approaches and strategies I could use in 
each class.

I would begin this process by crafting 
my inquiry question. In this case, I 
asked myself, “How can I better cater 
to the learning needs of my students?” 
Thereafter, I would collect data from 
each class through a variety of methods 
which could help me find out if a 
particular teaching approach or strategy 
I used was effective for the learning of 
the students or not.

One of the methods which I used to 
collect data was through personal 

My inquiry process
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observation. For example, I would try  
to gauge my students’ level of 
engagement during the lesson through 
observing the level of enthusiasm 
shown through their body language or 
if they were, on the flip side, showing 
signs of restlessness. I would also 
record the group performances (e.g. 
singing, playing of instruments) of my 
students to review them after the class 
so I can better gauge their learning pace 
and progress.

Another way I collected data was 
through the feedback of my mentors 
and colleagues. I am incredibly thankful 
to have my Cooperating Teacher, NIE 
Supervisor and School Coordinating 
Mentor to offer their help and 
guidance so generously throughout 
my practicum. Through the Focused 
Conversations (FCs) and post-practicum 
conferences as well as informal 
feedback sessions, they helped to point 
out other areas for improvement which 
I would otherwise have failed to notice 
on my own. Lastly, I frequently checked 
for the understanding of my students 

through effective questioning, quizzes 
and worksheets as they would inform 
me if a particular approach or strategy 
I employed in that lesson contributed to 
their learning or if it did not.

After the collection of data, I would then 
analyse the data using questions from 
the Reflective Practice Model. I would 
first understand the problem through 
the data collected by asking myself, 
“What happened?” and “Why did I react 
a certain way that I did?” Thereafter,  
I would gather learning points from 
the problems that I deduced. Next, 
I would share my findings with my  
school mentors and ask for their 
advice on the possible solutions I could 
implement to improve on my teaching.

In the course of my practicum journey, 
I would chart my learning progress 
through my FCs and reflections  
uploaded on my Digital Portfolio. 
This provided points of reference 
for me whenever I encountered a 
similar issue, as I was able to extract 
solutions and modify them to suit the 

 In the course of my practicum journey,  
I would chart my learning progress through 

my FCs and reflections uploaded on my Digital 
Portfolio. This provided points of reference for 
me whenever I encountered a similar issue, as  
I was able to extract solutions and modify them 

to suit the various problems encountered.”
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various problems encountered. My 
documented learning also served as 
a source of encouragement for me 
when I look back to see how I have 
grown through the various challenges  
I faced.

Finally, I would share my findings 
with my school mentors as well as 
my fellow colleagues to garner their 
feedback and make these suggested 
changes to my teaching practice. 
After implementing them during my 
lessons, I would then share with them 
again what worked and what did not. 
Indeed, through this process, I have also 
learnt that the teaching journey is not  

one which you undertake on your 
own, but through the collaboration 
and learning from colleagues in the 
fraternity. Ultimately, these learning 
experiences I have gained through 
the inquiry process have further 
reaffirmed my teaching philosophy 
and, together with what I have learned 
in NIE, impacted the way I designed my  
music lessons.

A GLIMPSE OF MY TEACHING PRACTICE

My teaching philosophy and what I 
have learnt through the process of 
inquiry are in turn manifested in my  
teaching practice.

A screen capture of my FC2 reflections from my Digital Portfolio
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This first example is a warm-up activity 
which I conducted with one of my 
Primary 5 classes to teach the students 
to keep in a steady pulse, a concept 
which is fundamental to a child’s music 
education. During my music classes, 
I frequently conducted such warm-
up activities to break the ice and to  
arouse the curiosity of my students in 
learning in order to increase intrinsic 
motivation. 

In this particular activity, the aim is for 
the class to work together to keep in a 
steady beat with their bodies through 
a little game. Through this activity, the 
students discover the musical concept 
of pulse through play as well as through 
the engagement of their physical bodies, 
facilitating active and experiential 
learning. In the process, I also got the 
class to stand in a circle. In my opinion, 
a circle allows every child to feel equally 

important and fosters a sense of 
belonging which helps to create a safe 
and inclusive environment in line with 
my teaching philosophy. Furthermore,  
I get to participate in the activity together 
with my students which allows me to be 
a role model to them as well.

This next example was a lesson 
conducted with my Primary 3 students. 
Here, the objective was to teach the 
students the concept of “tempo”, which 
means “speed” in music. To engage 
them in meaningful learning, I began 
the class by activating their imagination 
through telling them a short story I 
wrote entitled “Jack and the Rooster”, 
which provided a context for the song 
“Let’s Put a Rooster in the Stew”.

Thereafter, I divided them into groups 
and assigned a story to each group, and 
got them to come up with their own 

The story: Jack and the Rooster The group tasks
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renditions of the song, according to  
each scenario provided. The group 
tasks also gave the students avenues to 
improvise which allowed them to take 
ownership of their learning.

Finally, I would like to share with you 
one last example. This was a Primary 
5 class which I taught the topic of 
opera. I wondered how I could make 
opera a relevant topic to the children 
and to engage them in learning. As we 
know, opera might not be the easiest 
topic to teach children as it is not 
an art form children are frequently 
exposed to locally. Therefore, to draw 
some relevance to the topic, I used 
the children’s opera Hansel and Gretel 
(originally in German) as an example for 
teaching the topic.

I began our first lesson on the topic  

by first getting them to imagine they 
were singers in an opera and then 
teaching them to sing a duet from the 
opera which was originally in German.

After the experience, the students 
were able to better relate to the video 
clip of the actual opera. Some of them 
were even singing along to the German 
text along with the opera, which took 
me by surprise and really warmed 
my heart. During the course of the 
lesson, authentic and active learning 
were facilitated as the students were 
able to understand the purpose and 
relevance to why they were learning, as 
well as enjoying the process of learning 
through song and dance. The product 
of learning to appreciate an unfamiliar 
art form was only a natural derivative of 
understanding the purpose of learning 
and enjoying its process.

Be a singer in the opera!
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MY FINAL REFLECTIONS

The learning journey which I have had 
in NIE and during my practicum would 
not have been so enriching if not for  
my school mentors, colleagues, lecturers 
and fellow student teachers at NIE. 
Through their guidance and valuable 
sharing, I have learnt so much more 
than I would have if I had gone through 
this learning journey alone. 

In conclusion, this quote by Bertrand 
Russell sums up what I feel about my 
role is as an educator, and which also 

supplements the first quote I shared at 
the beginning of this chapter: “No man 
can be a good teacher unless he has 
feelings of warm affection toward his 
students and a genuine desire to impart 
to them what he himself believes to  
be of value.” Moving forward, I hope 
that with what I have learnt and 
experienced through my NIE journey 
and practicum experience, I will be 
able to impart the love of music that I 
have through building positive teacher-
student relationships with my students, 
and lead them to enjoy the process of 
music-making thoroughly.

My NIE coursemates
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MY BACKGROUND

I was raised in a humble family 
and I had a very pragmatic view  
of education – it was my gateway 
to a better life in the future. It is 
hence of little surprise that I was 
motivated to do well in school. Over 
the years, I developed an aspiration 
to promote the possibilities that 
education can bring to younger 
people, especially those from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds.

My determination and constant striving 
for a better future was rewarded 
with the opportunity to pursue my 
undergraduate (BSc Economics) and 
postgraduate (MSc Economic Policy) 
studies at the University of Warwick  
and University College London 
respectively. I still have vivid memories 
of how fascinated I was when the water 
vapour in my breath condensed into a 
cloud as I stepped out of the London 
Heathrow Airport. That was my first  
time out of South-East Asia, and that 
was also when I felt even stronger 
about inspiring students to believe in 
themselves and the possibilities they 
can create for themselves.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

Prior to my contract teaching stint at 
Temasek Junior College (TJC), I had 

TO BE CONTINUED… 
NG KANG YU, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE JULY 2016

some experiences in a few schools 
as a relief teacher. However, I did not 
place much emphasis on developing a 
teaching philosophy in those days due 
to the transient nature of the temporary 
postings and also because I was just 
focused on delivering content in class 
confidently. It all changed during my 
time as a contract teacher when I felt 
that I needed a more concrete direction 
in terms of the goals I want to pursue as 
a professional. 

This inclination came about through  
my interaction with Mr Chon Cherng 
Qiang, who was my mentor during my 
time as a contract teacher. He made me 
realise how one’s teaching philosophy 
can serve to guide one’s actions in the 
classroom. Mr Chon was very clear 
about what he hopes for his students 
– he wants his students to think. He 
told me that many of us think that we 
'think' but the fact of the matter is that 
many of us run on autopilot. I learnt 
from him that thinking is about being 
a discerning and curious individual;  
it is about actively reviewing past 
knowledge as one receives new 
information, be it to question the 
validity of prior knowledge or to draw 
new connections and form fresh 
insights. These conversations led me to 
reflect on my own journey as a student. 
My approach to learning was initially 
too focused on examinations. It was 
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only during my undergraduate studies 
when it dawned on me that in order to  
thrive in the knowledge economy, I 
should start adopting a more inquisitive 
approach to my learning. I want my 
students to be able to appreciate this 
much earlier in their lives than I did.

The Postgraduate Diploma in Education 
(PGDE) programme at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE) provided 
me with a platform to further ponder 
about the professional image and 
goals that I wanted to pursue. 
Through the conversations with the 
professors and peers in NIE, as well 
as through interaction with in-service 
school teachers, I came to realise the 
importance of aligning my teaching 
philosophy with my personal beliefs 
in order to be authentic in my daily 
interactions with my students.

Believing has been a big theme in my 
life as evidenced from my background 
and I want my students to believe in 
themselves too. It is about empowering 
them with the right state of mind: 
that their conceptions are potentially 
meaningful. In other words, never say 
never. Also, I believe that thinking and 
believing can only be justified by some 
form of creation. Creating is the process 
of turning ideas into actions, it is about 
generating actual value for self and 
others. I want my students to be able 

to produce concrete representations 
of their thoughts and ideas so that  
tangible benefits can be reaped. 

It was through my contract teaching  
and NIE experiences that I finally 
crystallised my teaching philosophy. I 
want to enable my students to think, 
believe and create, represented by the 
acronym ‘TBC’, and this formed the 
basis of my approach to teaching.

MY INQUIRY PROCESS

The Professional Practice and 
Inquiry (PPI) course emphasised the  
importance of being a reflective 
practitioner through engaging in inquiry 
processes as part of our professional 
practice. Reflection has always been a 
big part of my life. I find that reflecting 
is fundamental to self-improvement. 
Reflection allows one to be aware 
of one’s strengths and weaknesses,  
what went well and what did not. 
Thereafter, one can then pursue 
a more targeted approach in the 
implementation of strategies for self-
improvement.

In my opinion, the inquiry process is a 
framework that facilitates reflection 
and the formulation of actionable 
steps towards tackling problems that 
one would face while developing 
one’s competencies as a teacher. With 

 I came to realise the importance of aligning my 
teaching philosophy with my personal beliefs in order to 
be authentic in my daily interactions with my students.”
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practice, this framework can cultivate 
a habit of mind in teachers where they 
integrate an investigative approach  
into their professional practice.

I will share an example of my inquiry 
process during practicum in order to 
contextualise my approach. Here is  
the inquiry question: “How do I 
bring out the essence of the ceteris 
paribus assumption for my students?”  
For the benefit of readers who were 
never Economics students, ceteris 
paribus means ‘keeping everything 
else constant’ in Latin. As beginning  
learners of Economics in the first year 
of Junior College, students tend to 
have problems understanding this 
assumption and hence are not able 
to appreciate the significance of it in  
the context of Economics.

So, where do I start? I remember 
my Mathematics lecturer in NIE, Dr  
Choy Ban Heng, said that if we do 
not know where to begin, start from 
what the students know. Thus, I got 
my students to think about a boiling 
point experiment and asked them to 
think about how they would find out if 
salt affects the boiling point of water. 
The students told me that I must 
have a “control” and I prompted them  
to elaborate on the procedure. They 
elaborated that two set-ups are needed 
where the first one should consist of  
the following: thermometer, water, 
beaker, wire gauze, tripod and Bunsen 
burner. The second set-up would be 
exactly the same as the first one but 
with the addition of salt. 

I further questioned them, why is this 

necessary? They replied that it is only 
when everything else is kept the same 
can they conclude with certainty that 
salt affects the boiling point of water. 
I then summarised for them that, 
in other words, the ceteris paribus 
assumption is necessary to identify a 
causal relationship (i.e. Cause & Effect).  
In the study of the highly complex 
and dynamic economy, it is important 
to pinpoint the true determinants of 
economic variables. Through guiding 
my students in engaging their prior 
knowledge, they were able to surface 
for themselves the significance of 
this fundamental assumption in 
Economics. I could see that my students  
were thinking.

As part of the inquiry process, I went 
on to ask myself so what? So what  
if my students have understood the 
significance of the ceteris paribus 
assumption? At this point, I turned to 
the data I had collected. I established a 
classroom routine of getting students  
to submit Reflection Cards in which 
they document two learning points and  
one existing doubt they have in full 
sentences via the Edmodo platform. 
As Edmodo has an accompanying 
smartphone app, students could submit 
their Reflection Cards after lessons,  
which gave them some time to reflect 
on their learning. From these Reflection 
Cards and other in-class exercises, 
I found that students were having 
difficulties expressing themselves in 
Economics writing. I thought that this  
was an area that I could tackle with 
regard to the ‘Cause & Effect’ concept. 
I wanted to hone my students’  
paragraph-writing skills on causal 
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relationships, which is fundamental to 
any Economics essay.

Then came the question of now what? 
How do I go about developing their 
Economics writing? For me, the first 
step was to address any insecurities. 
I like to get the emotional obstacles 
out of the way and develop students’ 
confidence in the task ahead. I like 
to use personal experiences to instil 
belief in the students. The story of me 
growing up in a Mandarin-speaking 
family, where I had to put in extra effort  
in order to develop proficiencies in 
written and spoken English, sent across 
the key message for my students 
that as long as they put in sufficient 
time and effort, they are guaranteed 
to see massive improvements. As an 
added bonus, through sharing my own  
stories, I was also able to forge a sense 
of relatedness between the students 
and myself, allowing them to believe 
that the goal is in fact attainable.

However, having belief alone is not 
sufficient to attain any goal per se, the 

students need to have practical tools 
to help them to hone their skills. This is 
where I create frameworks to facilitate 
their own creations.

How do I go about developing a relevant 
framework? I began by switching the 
‘&’ in ‘Cause & Effect’ to an arrow  
to highlight the idea that there is a 
process in any causal relationship, 
which gave us ‘Cause  Effect’. I went 
on to expand this simple representation 
into a writing framework where ‘ ’ 
emphasised the process of the causal 

 Through sharing 
my own stories, I was 

also able to forge a 
sense of relatedness 

between the students and 
myself, allowing them 
to believe that the goal 
is in fact attainable.” 

Reflection card
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relationship. Subsequently, I provided 
some linking words for students to use 
in conjunction with this framework.

After introducing the framework,  
I proceeded to integrate this writing 
framework into a video case study 
activity on poultry meat production. 
Students were required to identify the 
factors that give rise to an increase 

in the supply of poultry meat, clearly 
stating the cause and process. The  
page on the right is a space where  
they would answer similar tutorial 
questions but this time in a paragraph. 
To ensure that my students understood 
my requirements, I inserted a model 
answer and even signposted the cause, 
process and effect as well as other 
components of the framework in red.

‘Supply’ activity worksheet

‘Cause & Effect’ writing framework

This leads to…

Key Assumptions/Conditions

Cause Process Effect

Assuming ceteris 
paribus and…

When…

Reference to Diagram

As a result, …

This is depicted in  
Figure 1 where…
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Thereafter, students applied these to 
their essay writing which were helpful 
for them to identify and express causal 
relationships clearly.

MY GRADUAND TEACHER 
COMPETENCIES

Through the narrative of the 
contextualised inquiry process, I have 
shown how I cultivate knowledge with 
analytic thinking. I identified a significant 
problem, developed a plan to respond, 
explored an extension of the original 
problem through assessing information 
collected, and finally generated a 
framework to meet the identified need 
of the students. 

I also want to share how I cultivate 
knowledge with a future focus. Creating 

is also about making thinking visible. 
I wanted to model to the students 
how we could use simple arrows and 
colours to depict ideas. In this example, 
I was using the same ‘Cause  Effect’ 
representation in combination with 
different arrows and varying font sizes 
to illustrate the idea of constraints 
and unintended consequences. Being 
able to make their thinking visible is 
crucial for the students when they step  
into the workforce. This is because we 
can only capture people’s interest in 
our ideas if we are able to effectively 
communicate our conceptions. This is 
in line with the emerging 21st Century 
Competencies, outlined in the 
Framework for 21CC and Student 
Outcomes (Ministry of Education, 2015) 
that we envision to develop in our 
students.

Further application of ‘Cause  Effect’ representation.
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Referring back to the ‘Supply’ activity 
earlier, one of the causes resulting in 
an increase in the supply of goods and 
services is technological advancement.  
I showed my students this simple 
activity which reveals the likelihood 
of a robot taking over a particular job  
within the next 20 years (BBC, 2015). 
I recalled that it was an interesting 
experience as students were curious 

about the risk of my job as a teacher  
being automated. They jokingly 
expressed disappointment when they 
saw the low probability that teachers 
would be replaced by robots. After the 
class settled down, I probed them to 
think about explanations for such a 
result and they were able to provide  
very logical explanations which made  
me very pleased.

‘Will a Robot Take Your Job?’ activity by BBC
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My key message to them was that  
in the face of rapid technological 
disruption in our economy, they have 
to think about how they can give 
themselves a role in this society and 
contribute to it. Yes, it is a scary prospect 
that the structure of the economy is 
poised to take on a very different look 
by the time they enter the workforce. 
Therefore, they have to possess the  
self-belief that they can identify and 
master the appropriate skills so that 
they have the ability to create value for 
themselves and others, in one way or 
another, in the future.

LIFELONG LEARNING AS A 
PROFESSIONAL

As I preach to our students to be future-
ready, I should practise it as well. There 

is actually an underlying message  
in the acronym of my teaching 
philosophy, ‘TBC’, which is that the 
process of thinking, believing and 
creating is a continuous process 
and hence, ‘To Be Continued’. This 
is about lifelong learning. In fact,  
my Cooperating Teacher (CT), Mrs Jagit 
Than, reminded me of its importance 
and is an exemplary example of a  
lifelong learner. Mrs Than is a pioneer 
teacher of Temasek Junior College  
and has over 40 years of teaching 
experience. On the first day of 
practicum, she told me that she was 
there to learn from me as much as I 
was there to learn from her. I recalled 
how overwhelmed and humbled I felt 
and it really sent home the message of 
being a learner first then a teacher. In 
fact, Mrs Than was exploring the use 

Likelihood of secondary education teaching being automated
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of certain Information Communication 
and Technology (ICT) tools that I used 
over the course of practicum in her 
classes as well!

My Digital Portfolio is akin to my  
professional diary. More specifically, it 
captures the various inquiry processes 
that I have engaged in throughout 
my practicum and the associated 
strategies that I have implemented. I 
envision this to be a platform where I 
document the continuous process of 
learning as a professional and I look 
forward to sharing these insights with 
future budding beginning teachers  
and contribute to the growth of the 
teaching fraternity.

A close-knit circle of like-minded peers 
can do wonders to one’s lifelong 
pursuit of knowledge and skills in  
terms of providing fresh perspectives, 
enabling collaboration, and not 
forgetting adding joy and laughter to 
the process. I am happy that I have 
found such company in Shi Min, 
Chang Long and Gabriel, who are all  
Economics student teachers, over 
my time in the PGDE course. While 
undergoing practicum together at TJC, 

Gabriel and I have worked together to 
create teaching materials such as the 
‘Cause & Effect’ writing framework. It 
is great to have a like-minded peer to 
bounce off ideas and work on things 
together and we even managed 
to present some of these to the 
department with the encouragement of 
our CTs!

MOVING FORWARD

As the PGDE course draws to a close, 
my story as a full-time teacher begins. 
I am excited yet apprehensive - thrilled 
because I am finally realising my dream 
but at the same time feeling slightly 
worried about the possibility of not 
being able to achieve the goals that I set 
for my students and myself.

I guess the best way to handle this is to 
turn this apprehension into something 
positive, a reminder that I should never 
rest on my laurels and to constantly 
reflect on my practice, and reinvent 
myself when necessary. With this in 
mind, I shall be silently confident as I 
embark on my professional journey…

To be continued…
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In this short chapter, I hope to share my time as a student in  
National Institute of Education (NIE) as well as the experiences  
I had while on practicum. Before going into NIE, I had completed a 
Bachelor of Arts in Economics with honours with a minor in Sociology 
at Nanyang Technological University (NTU). The skills that I learnt 
during my time in university were crucial for the crafting of my 
teaching philosophy that impacted my teacher identity.

LEARNING TO TEACH, TEACHING TO LEARN 
NURUL AMIRAH BINTE GHAZALI, PGDE SECONDARY JULY 2016

WHY A TEACHING PHILOSOPHY?

My teaching philosophy is important 
to me for two key reasons. First, 
the process of crafting my teaching 
philosophy gave me the opportunity to 
think deeply about and reflect upon my 
beliefs about being a teacher. The role 
of a teacher has evolved greatly over 
the years, especially with the increased 
ease of obtaining information. Today, 
beyond being an imparter of knowledge, 
teachers play a crucial role in equipping 
students with the necessary skills to 
make sense of the vast amount of 
information that is available in the  
world today. 

Second, during practicum, I found 
that the articulation of my teaching 
philosophy anchored me as an  

individual developing in this profession. 
I have grown to firmly believe that 
teachers develop multiple identities 
given the multiple roles that we play in 
school – administrator, event planner, 
confidant, etc. Thus, my teaching 
philosophy acts as an underlying 
principle of values and conviction that 
grounds the multiple roles that I will 
take on as a teacher.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

“Teaching and Learning is like a 
Lego set. You start by following  
instructions, but later, you discover 
that it is more fun to take the set  
apart and make your own designs.”

I was initially caught off-guard by the 
difficulty that I faced when trying to 

 Teaching and Learning is like a Lego set. You start by 
following instructions, but later, you discover that it is more 

fun to take the set apart and make your own designs.” 



64

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

craft my teaching philosophy. Contrary 
to popular belief, it is more than just 
piecing together a few perspectives and 
experiences off the top of your head. 
I was extremely thankful for the fact 
that I had the mentorship of Dr Alexius 
Chia for the crafting of my teaching 
philosophy. Two questions that I found 
to be most helpful during the process of 
crafting my teaching philosophy were:

1. What kind of educator do you want 
to be? 

2. How did the NIE experience 
concretise or change your belief 
about the educator that you aspire 
to be?

My teaching philosophy was thus 
inspired greatly by the mode of 
instruction that dominated the lessons 
for my Core Subjects – Social Studies 
and History. For all the lessons, the 
focus was on encouraging student 
engagement and reflection on 
the issues being discussed in the 
classroom. I found this focus to be 
in line with my beliefs that students 
should develop the skills necessary 
for them to navigate the information 
available to them today. This is because 
student engagement and reflection 
allow students to participate in 
discussions and deliberations, helping 
them practice the skills critically and 
effectively find relevant information to 
make better sense of the issues being 
discussed.

THE TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

Quite frankly, what you expect teaching 
to be while going through the courses 

in NIE and the realities of teaching 
that you face during practicum are 
drastically different. I found this to be 
the sentiments of my peers as well. 
That is not to say, however, that the NIE 
experience is irrelevant for practicum.
 
My time at NIE emphasised the 
innovation of lesson ideas and 
strategies - pre-empting and having 
discussions about the possible 
loopholes or challenges that may 
arise in the classroom, brainstorming 
possible steps for remediation, 
or figuring out ways to solve the 
challenges. Most importantly, the NIE 
experience encouraged us to not only 
populate a bank of resources for our 
various curriculum subjects, but to 
forge relations and connections that 
will later become our support systems 
and avenues of discussion for the 
duration of practicum and beyond.
 
During practicum, I found that I was 
constantly learning and re-learning 
different ways of engaging students 
during lessons. I therefore found the 
quote by Joseph Joubert extremely 
apt, as it implies that effective teaching 
requires educators to never cease to 
learn, so that they are always in line 
with the ever-changing requirements 
of teaching, and expand their 
understanding and mastery of the 
subject. Only through this can the 
educator inspire students to want to 
attain education rather than grades. 

THE PROCESS OF INQUIRY IN TEACHING

Initially, while I saw the value of 
reflection, I did not find it to be 
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“To teach is to learn twice over.” 
- Joseph Joubert

meaningful. This perception changed 
during my practicum stint, as there 
were now more data sources that could 
make reflection meaningful for me.  
I say this because the inquiry process 
no longer started and ended with me - 
I received data sources and feedback 
from my Cooperating Teachers (CTs), 
School Coordinating Mentor (SCM) and 
most importantly, my students. 

This process of inquiry and reflection 
is extremely important as it not only 
highlighted to me what went well, 
or not so well, during that particular 
lesson, but it also provided information 
about the learning profiles, styles and 
preferences of my different classes.  
This was important as it directly 
influenced future lessons for my 
various classes and the data collection 
justified my teaching choices. 

For example, I had the exact same 
lesson content and objectives for two 
classes, but I conducted the lesson in 
the form of a group investigation for 
one class, and a debate for another. 
For this lesson, students were required 
to explore a case study on the cat 
threat in Yishun. My choice of lesson 

design differed based on my students’ 
learning styles. I designed the group 
investigation lesson for the class that 
had a shorter attention span and would 
appreciate some form of movement 
during the lesson. On the other hand, 
I designed the debate lesson for 
my students who were linguistically 
inclined and preferred to be engaged 
through discussions and sharing of 
ideas with their peers.

Thus, reflection became a cornerstone 
of my practicum experience and was a 
three-step process to me – 1) Inquiring 
self, 2) Inquiring mentors, and 3) 
Inquiring learners.

1) Inquiring Self

The inquiry process started with me.  
It required that I reflect on the details 
of the lesson execution and determine 
the aspects of the lesson that went  
well, and aspects that did not go as 
well. The key is to question “why” - the 
reasons behind the lesson’s hits and 
misses. To help me with this process, 
I looked to the questions found at 
the end of the lesson plan templates,  
as shown below.

Questions for reflection
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During this self-inquiry process,  
I usually scrutinised my lessons in two  
distinct parts – lesson planning and 
lesson execution. Therefore, I would 
try my best to draw a cause and effect 
relation between lesson planning 
and lesson execution for questions 
one and two. For example, if my 
students had trouble attempting the 
task given to them during the lesson 
execution, I would relook at my lesson 
planning to determine whether the 
problem lies in the set of instructions  
or the task design. This allowed me 
to target areas of concern or pitfalls 
in the lesson plan for future lessons. 
Looking back on lesson planning  
also ensured that I had a starting 
point to understand why some aspects 
of the lesson worked better than  
the other.

2) Inquiring Mentors

Post-lesson conferences with my 
respective CTs were an important 
next step for the inquiry process. I 
was extremely appreciative that my 
CTs took great interest in the points 
of reflection that I identified, and took  
time to share their thoughts on my 
findings. I treasured these sessions 
greatly as my CTs always value-added 
by giving new insights and alternative 

perspectives on the lessons that I had 
executed. These sessions were also 
guided by the four aforementioned 
reflection questions.

3) Inquiring Learners

Finally, my process of inquiry used 
students’ feedback as a data source.  
I collected feedback from students in a 
variety of ways.

Emoji exit card
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I had the misconception that student 
feedback can only be obtained after 
the completion of the lesson. However, 
through discussion with my CTs and 
colleagues, I came to the realisation 
that students’ behaviour and responses 
during the lesson execution also act 
as data sources. Students’ behaviour  
and responses serve as immediate 
feedback for the levels of lesson 
engagement and their levels of 
understanding. I found this realisation 
to be extremely crucial as it made 
me more conscious of the immediate 
student feedback that I was receiving 
during lesson time, and it informed 
me on the possible refinements  
for future lessons.

WONDERS OF A SUPPORT SYSTEM

My teaching experience was made  
more enriching with the mentorship, 
guidance and support from my NIE 
Supervisor (NIES), SCM, CTs and  
NIE tutors. 

Dr Eugene, my NIES, took time to sit  
with me after the various lesson 
observations to provide me with 
feedback and suggestions for future 
lessons. I appreciated that he asked 
questions that prompted me to 
reflect more deeply about my lessons. 
Questions from Dr Eugene usually 
centred on reflection to develop 
alternative methods of teaching that 

31/08/2017 Feedback on Teaching (Ms Nurul)

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1qqMjE3_L_s1ukr2L82_Z4jsjpgVDq_tbbKC3-0H_Wzw/edit 1/2

Feedback on Teaching (Ms Nurul)
I want to know your thoughts on the lesson that have taken place, all responses will be kept 
confidential. ALL THE BEST FOR MIDYEARS (:

* Required

1. Which class are you from? *

2. What is your name? (I won't tell anyone, I
promise)

3. Which lesson do you like most/ find most memorable? Why? *
 

 

 

 

 

4. What do you like most about my lessons? *
 

 

 

 

 

5. What changes would you like to see in my lessons? *
 

 

 

 

 

6. Do you have any other comments? *
 

 

 

 

 

Collation of student feedback

Feedback from Student #1

Feedback from Student #2

31/08/2017 Feedback on Teaching (Ms Nurul)

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1qqMjE3_L_s1ukr2L82_Z4jsjpgVDq_tbbKC3-0H_Wzw/edit#response=ACYDBNhIJQWSYZxwsvYFeUTxZN6GBCenSGk3… 1/2

Feedback on Teaching (Ms Nurul)

I want to know your thoughts on the lesson that have taken place, all responses will be kept con�dential. ALL THE 
BEST FOR MID-YEARS (:

3-8 

Timothy Ho 

The lesson on the cat killings 

It was the �rst lesson we had, and one of the most interactive the class ever experienced (it 

was sort of fun trying to be investigators) 

You interact with the class more so than other teachers and you put a lot of effort into using 

our class' responses to decide on the content of the next class, while at the same time 

making our lessons fun. It's something that requires a lot of effort because you have to take 

time to consolidate our ideas and I think that the class really appreciates that. What makes 

these lessons really interesting is that the lessons are unique to our class because they are 

designed based on our class' work. 

The class might want a little bit of reference to the textbook because they �nd it slightly 

di�cult to �nd out which part of the chapter each lesson focuses on, but other than that, I'm 

sure that the class wouldn't want the lessons any other way. 

Which class are you from? *

What is your name? (I won't tell anyone, I promise)

Which lesson do you like most/ �nd most memorable? Why? *

What do you like most about my lessons? *

What changes would you like to see in my lessons? *

31/08/2017 Feedback on Teaching (Ms Nurul)

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1qqMjE3_L_s1ukr2L82_Z4jsjpgVDq_tbbKC3-0H_Wzw/edit#response=ACYDBNjPAG3FbZykfR7Y7d6XjMeEHFkW125KQ… 1/2

Feedback on Teaching (Ms Nurul)

I want to know your thoughts on the lesson that have taken place, all responses will be kept condential. ALL THE 
BEST FOR MID-YEARS (:

3-8

Soh Tze Jen

I nd the lesson on the policy, trend and problems memorable. Most of the classes are held 

in classrooms, but this lesson took us out of the classrooms to do small activities, which is 

quite unique.

The uniqueness as it is unlike any other teacher's lesson. Your lessons are able to teach 

context, answering techniques and make it fun to learn.

I think one period is not enough for your lessons

Nope, thank you for teaching us! Hope to see you again :D

Which class are you from? *

What is your name? (I won't tell anyone, I promise)

Which lesson do you like most/ nd most memorable? Why? *

What do you like most about my lessons? *

What changes would you like to see in my lessons? *

Do you have any other comments? *

Feedback on Teaching (Ms Nurul)
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could achieve the same lesson objective 
as my lesson had intended. Dr Eugene 
also made sure that I reflected upon 
whether I had emphasised the level of 
student engagement and used the most 
pertinent lesson objective during the 
lessons.

Mdm Ng Peck Eng, my SCM, was 
extremely nurturing. The Focused 
Conversation sessions with Mdm Ng 
always centred on my reflections of 
my teaching and experiences in the 
practicum school and on discussion 
about ways to further enrich our 
practicum experience. My CTs were 
extremely supportive of my lesson  
ideas. Ranging from investigating issues 
to bringing students around school, 
even giving students online video 
quizzes and courses. The confidence 
that my CTs had in me gave me the 
confidence to execute the lessons well 
and allowed me to focus on delivering 
the lessons for students’ learning. 

The NIE tutors were also extremely 
important as they kept in touch  
with me to give advice on lesson 
planning, lesson execution and 
sharing practicum experiences. I really 
appreciated that support. Besides the 
important mentorship, I felt that the 
support system that my NIE batch-
mates afforded to me was a crucial 
factor in helping me to give my best  
and pull through during practicum. 

I would also like to make special  
mention of my Head of Department 
(HOD), Mr Noel Yap for his unwavering 
support and constant guidance while  
I was on practicum.

THE PROCESS OF DOCUMENTATION

The Digital Portfolio was primarily a 
platform to document and archive my 
teaching experiences and strategies. 
This process of documentation and 
archiving was very useful for my 
reflection process as it got me to log  
the various artefacts and lesson plans 
that I had executed. I am optimistic that 
the Digital Portfolio will be a tool that I 
will use for stock-taking, at least at the 
end of every school year, where I make 
it a point to take stock of my teaching 
and learning experiences, reflect, and 
review teaching practices so as to be 
informed of what to improve or revamp 
for the next teaching year. 

NOW WHAT?

Moving forward, I am hopeful about  
the learning opportunities that are 
in store for me and I am cautiously 
determined to face the challenges that 
I may be faced with. Armed with the 
experience from practicum, a solid 
support system and a clear teaching 
philosophy, I will strive to constantly 
better myself as an educator and a 
shaper of character and minds.
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Embarking on the teaching practicum overwhelmed me with a 
multitude of emotions – the sheer excitement that comes with 
being on the other side of the classroom, knowing that the quality 
of the lessons will directly determine the progress of the learners; 
the nagging anxiety that comes with the worry that students may 
not fully understand the content that is being taught; the lingering 
undercurrent of bashfulness that is perhaps a consequence of 
leaving one’s comfort zone to interact with colleagues and students 
from all walks of life.

THE BEGINNING OF TEACHING 
PRACTICUM – THE START OF A STEEP 

LEARNING CURVE?
SOH MING QUAN, PGDE SECONDARY JULY 2016

Such a change may have appeared 
to be a radical break from my life as 
a student in the National Institute 
of Education (NIE), but the inquiry  
process taught to us in the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) module in 
NIE helped to serve as an anchor in the 
midst of all the changes and challenges 
in our journey as beginning educators 
and also served as a beacon for  
us to reflect and navigate our way 
forward to improve our lessons for  
our students.

At the start of my practicum journey, 
I had regarded teaching as the 
endeavour of fostering excellence 
in our students, but it actually goes 
beyond pursuing excellence – it is the 
act of demonstrating fervent belief in 
all our students and transforming them 
to strive for excellence in their own 

ways (however little it may seem). In  
addition, I had once thought that 
teaching was a highly personal journey 
that depended largely on the abilities 
of the teacher; yet my experiences 
from contract teaching stints and 
practicum had revealed the importance 
of teamwork and collaboration in the 
development of not only the students, 
but also the budding educator in me.

BUT THEY DON’T LIKE TO ASK 
QUESTIONS?

It appeared to be odd for us initially 
to focus on how we can delve into 
meaningful questions to reflect on 
how we may improve our practice. 
It was indeed a painful but yet 
insightful journey to discover our own 
inadequacies and how we may improve 
our lessons.
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It was also interesting to see how 
students themselves may find it 
awkward to reflect on what they still 
do not yet know and to pose questions 
in class to deepen their learning. One 
of the first classes I stepped into for 
my teaching practicum proved just 
how difficult it could be to encourage 
discussion and reflection in the 
classroom, for all the students were 
fully engrossed in listening and did not 
respond well to questions posed to 
them. It was indeed awkward for me 
and my mentor to witness the pin-drop 
silence that reigned in the classroom.

Using the Reflective Practice Model 
introduced to us in PPI, I found it 
constructive to take a step back 
to describe the objective realities 

(What happened?), and to suggest 
possible reasons for the apparent 
aversion to classroom discussions  
(Why has it happened?), which would 
hopefully guide me to possible 
interventions that improve the  
situation (So what?).

I realised that my lessons had to 
incorporate more elements that  
spark off their curiosity about the 
subject, which would lead to the  
desired outcome of encouraging them 
to reflect more deeply about what 
they were learning and for them to 
generate their own questions about the 
subject. I made it a point to introduce 
inquiry-based activities based on my 
own inquiry model distilled from my 
academic readings in NIE.

Knowledge
(What?)

Questioning
(Why?)

Plans
(How?)

Investigations
(Is that so?)

Conclusions 
&

Reflections
(So what?)

Reflective inquiry model for getting students to plan their own experiments.
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One of such inquiry activity involved  
the planning of their own experiments 
to investigate the properties of 
biological washing powders that 
contained enzymes. This activity got 
students to discuss in groups and 
encouraged them to think and work 
like scientists, by generating their own 
research questions and experimental 
methodology to test their hypothesis. 
This contrasted strongly with traditional 
practical sessions that seek to only 
confirm the theories that students have 
already learnt to be true. The open-
ended research inquiry activities served 
to increase their curiosity about Biology 
and allowed them to see the relevance 
of the subject in their daily lives.

Another method that proved to be useful 
for encouraging reflective thinking was 
the use of medical case studies that 

tapped on students’ prior knowledge 
of the body systems. Under the topic 
of Nutrition in Humans, students learnt 
extensively about the functions of the 
various organs in the human digestive 
system. I wanted my students to think 
like real medical doctors, by making 
diagnoses on the basis of the medical 
histories of their patients and other 
questions that might have to be asked 
to gather a fuller picture of the medical 
ailments faced by the patients. By 
providing groups with different medical 
case studies related to the digestive 
tract, students were not only challenged 
to apply their knowledge of the human 
digestive system to suggest possible 
causes and treatment strategies for the 
medical problems, but also to reflect 
and analyse the data presented to gain 
a more synoptic understanding of the 
subject content.

Example of medical case study used for stimulating higher level thinking in students
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It was, to say the least, heartening 
to see the students open up to me 
and express more enthusiasm about  
Biology as lessons began to take on a 
more discursive and exploratory nature. 
The inquiry process had therefore 
helped me to objectively describe 
my own teaching practice and devise 
strategies to plug the gaps in my  
practice with the ultimate aim of 
improving student outcomes.

BUT WHAT ABOUT THE STRUCTURE  
OF MY LESSONS?

Yet one of the common worries at the 
back of my mind was, “Can I sustain this 
practice of reflecting on my teaching? 
Would it be very disruptive towards 
the completion of the chapter?” This 
preoccupation with the structure and 

flow of my lessons was a concern for 
me as I was deeply aware of my role to 
facilitate learning in my learners.

My students, too, were struggling to find 
ways to structure their own learning 
and chart their own learning progress. 
This concern with finding better, more 
efficient ways of organising knowledge 
for better recall was also a point 
identified during my inquiry process.  
I realised that although students were 
largely diligent in paying attention  
during lessons and taking down notes, 
the notes were largely reproduced 
verbatim with little processing of 
information. 

I therefore sought to find out more 
about the preferred learning styles 
of my students. I realised that a very 

Examples of student-generated inquiry questions and potential solutions
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large proportion of them were gifted in 
the visual arts and often find it helpful 
to organise their knowledge using 
diagrams or other visual aids. This  
data collection process was very often 
guided by regular conversations with 
students that centred around the 
struggles they had with the subject  
and what strategies would be ideal for 
them to improve.

With this knowledge in mind, I designed 
different avenues for them to organise 
their knowledge using diagrams and 
visuals. An example of such an avenue 
involved getting my students to 
summarise the knowledge of nutrients 
and the human digestive system into 
a simple graphic organiser, detailing 
how the main nutrients in popular local 
dishes such as Nasi Lemak are digested 
in the human body.

For some of my learners who were 
not originally used to such a method 
of organising their knowledge, explicit 
instruction had to be provided in class 
such that appropriate scaffolds were 
given for the students to practise such 
alternative methods of revision. With 
the appropriate scaffolds in place, 
even the learners who originally lacked 

confidence in completing the concept 
maps and graphic organisers could 
complete them in class.

Many of them also found it much easier 
to retain and recall the knowledge 
after completing the concept maps 
and graphic organisers, which also 
led to an increase in their motivation 
to excel in Science. The better 
comprehension of knowledge delivered 
in class also translated into better 
student performance during regular 
assessments and examinations, which 
further served to increase the level of 
student confidence and self-concept in 
the subject.

A concept map on Cells generated by Secondary Two 
Normal (Technical) students

Mindmap of the digestive process involved in local 
dishes drawn by students

Scaffolded model of constructing concept maps
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This little success with the inquiry 
method exemplified the point that 
inquiry, in itself, is not just a formulaic 
approach of viewing our teaching 
practice – it is instead an inward mirror 
that allows us to continue reflecting 
upon and building up our instructional 
strategies for the purpose of student 
learning. Inquiry is therefore not just 
a formality to be completed as part of 
the course; it is an integral and essential 
component of our teaching. Without 
it, we lose our sense of purpose as 
educators wanting to make a difference 
to our learners.

IS INQUIRY JUST ABOUT ME?

When I first got to hear about the 
buzzwords “reflective practice” and 
“inquiry method”, I was often left with 
the impression that inquiry entailed 
a very self-oriented and introverted 
approach to teaching. Yet, this 
somehow contrasted strongly with my 
previous relief and contract teaching 
experiences, where teaching involved 
dialogue and cooperation between 
many fellow colleagues and was often a 
whole-school concerted effort.

My students were facing similar 
challenges in their own learning 
– they knew that they were facing 
different difficulties with the subject, 
but struggled to articulate to me (the 
teacher) what they were struggling 
with and how I could help them better. 
I wanted to involve my students in a 
dialogue with me, so that I could better 
understand their thinking process 

behind analysing a particular concept 
introduced in class.

It was with this desire to find out more 
about student understanding that I 
began to introduce the Chemistry In The 
News section into my weekly chemistry 
classes, which invited students to pen 
down their thoughts on an issue in the 
news that was related to the content 
taught for the week. 

For example, during the week when 
Distillation was taught to students as a 
method of purifying seawater to obtain 
pure water, I was curious to find out if 
students would drink water obtained 
by distilling sewage containing faeces – 
what concerns might they have about 
such water? Are these concerns valid, 
given the theory behind distillation 
that has already been taught to them? 
This was therefore not merely an 
exercise to assess the level of student 
understanding, but also an endeavour 
to initiate a dialogue with students to 
extend their thinking by making use of 
the theories they learnt in class, and 
linking these theories to their daily life 
experiences.

Many of these reflections surprised 
me with the level of insight and the 
ease with which students were able 
to cross-reference their learning from 
other subjects such as Geography to 
the topics that were being taught to 
them in Chemistry. The misconceptions 
raised in their reflections also provided 
a useful starting point for a dialogue to 
rectify students’ misconceptions. 
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Similarly, my own journey with inquiry 
was not as insular and inward-looking 
as originally envisioned. The inquiry 
process was very much buttressed by 
the support and mentoring provided 
by my Cooperating Teachers (CTs), 
School Coordinating Mentor (SCM) and 
other experienced colleagues. They 
sometimes provided a different lens 
through which our lived experiences 
in the classroom may be viewed 
differently, such that novel creative 
solutions may arise. Perhaps just like 
my students, the inquiry process has 
to be a dialogic endeavour between 
the student and the facilitator such  
that learning is maximised and the joy  
of learning is sustained. 

THE DIGITAL PORTFOLIO AS A 
REPOSITORY FOR RESOURCES AND 
PLATFORM FOR REFLECTION

Given the central importance of inquiry 
in the development of my pedagogical 
skills and critical attributes as a  
teacher, there was a need for me to 
document all my resources and pieces 
of student work in a manner that 
was coherent and logical. The Digital 
Portfolio provided a one-stop platform 
for me to witness the build-up and 
development of my resources and also 
for me to learn from my mistakes. 

The Digital Portfolio gave me the space 
to articulate my inquiry process, which 
began with a clear understanding of 
the needs of my learners. This was 
consolidated into a dedicated page on 
my Digital Portfolio that could then be 
used to set the context for the rest of 
the inquiry and reflection process. 

Having laid down the challenges and 
issues faced by learners in the different 
classes, I could then critically reflect on 
the reasons for the realities observed 
and propose feasible suggestions that 
could have bridged the gap between 
the current and intended realities. This 
was grounded by a strong conviction 
to collect and present data in a manner 

 The inquiry process has to be a dialogic endeavour 
between the student and the facilitator such that learning 
is maximised and the joy of learning is sustained.” 

Example of student response to the newspaper 
articles involving applications of Chemistry
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 The Digital Portfolio therefore provided an opportunity 
for me to bridge the theory-practice nexus, for the theories 
and pedagogical content knowledge learnt in the PGDE 
course could now be strung together in a logical framework 
that pointed to a distinct pedagogical focus for each class.” 

that provided justification for my 
proposed pedagogical strategies.

The Digital Portfolio therefore provided 
an opportunity for me to bridge the 
theory-practice nexus, for the theories 
and pedagogical content knowledge 
learnt in the PGDE course could now be 
strung together in a logical framework 
that pointed to a distinct pedagogical 
focus for each class. The power of this 
articulated inquiry was threefold:

• It allowed for more efficient planning 
and implementation of lessons, 
for each class now had a clear 
pedagogical focus that was to form 
the cornerstone of each lesson.

• It also ensured that I develop myself 
in more than one aspect of pedagogy, 

having to experiment and reflect on 
the myriad of strategies used in each 
class.

• Finally, it ensured that the 
practicum experience held deep  
personal meaning, for there was 
clear ownership of the entire process  
from planning to execution and 
reflection.

Perhaps the biggest merit of the Digital 
Portfolio is the very process of creating 
and organising it. Was it meant to be a 
narcissistic showcase of one’s current 
competencies, or would it have been 
good to chart all the mistakes made 
during one’s journey as a budding 
educator? Given our different teaching 
philosophies and mental notions of 
ideal educators, it would make sense 

Identification of pedagogical focus and possible strategies to realise this focus in each class. Shown here is the focus on 
inculcating joy of learning in my Normal (Technical) class.
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if the Digital Portfolio could reflect 
our personalities, thoughts, actions, 
behaviour and values to a considerable 
extent. I was clear that teaching is an 
ongoing journey that involved constant 
learning from colleagues and students, 
so the Digital Portfolio was clearly a 
platform for me to showcase my growth 
as an educator, be it reflecting on the 
merits of a successful lesson to make it 
an even better one, or ruminating over 
possible causes for poorly-implemented 
lesson strategies.

At the same time, the Digital Portfolio  
also allowed me connect my actions  
in the classroom to my values 
and convictions as an educator. It 
provided a constant reminder of my 
teaching philosophy, and the Focused 
Conversations with the School 
Coordinating Mentor also allowed me 
to reflect upon whether my actions 
were aligned with my mission and  

values as an educator. The Digital  
Portfolio therefore guides the inquiry 
process that not only seeks to 
influence behaviour, but also shape 
the development of ideas, values and  
ethics within the educator.

INQUIRY – THE WAY FORWARD?

For all the benefits and advantages 
afforded by inquiry during my teaching 
practicum, the most important point 
about inquiry that stood out for me  
was that no teacher is ever perfect –  
there is always something to be 
celebrated, yet something else to be 
improved upon in every lesson. It is 
therefore a lesson in humility and a 
motivation for us to continue learning 
and improving upon our teaching 
practice. Inquiry is not merely part of 
our education as beginning teachers, 
but also an integral part of our 
 journey forward as educators.

Reflection of the merits and drawbacks of each lesson strategy was key to the organisation of the Digital Portfolio as a 
vehicle for personal growth. Shown here is a short reflection of the benefits and detriments of a tiered lesson model 
with worksheets of varying difficulty levels in my Chemistry class.



78

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

OF BEING & BECOMING 
FELICIA NG HUI LIN, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE DECEMBER 2016

The journey of professional 
development cannot begin without 
first, the challenge of self-discovery 
as a teacher-to-be, and next, the 
more arduous process of self-
actualisation as a teacher-in-the-
making.

As part of the first cohort of the 16-month 
PGDE Junior College (JC) programme, 
my first step on this journey began 
in our Professional Practice & Inquiry 
course, where we were tasked to think 
about our teaching philosophy in terms 
of a metaphor. The ‘answer’ to this was 
ever evolving, because while the belief 
that teaching is a calling held constant, 
the approach and response to this 
calling varied alongside our teaching 
and learning in the National Institute of 
Education (NIE) and at our schools. But 
gradually, over the course of our NIE 
year and until practicum, the metaphor-
framed philosophy that I formulated  
for myself was, and is still, this:  
A Teacher is a Master Chef. 

This comparison with a culinary 
art might seem at first flippant but 
consider its many similarities: just as 
one cannot serve up a dish without 
the sensitive awareness of palate and 
the clarity of how ingredients react 
and respond to create the depth of 
flavour, so too must planning a good 
lesson require an acuity to learning 
needs and the ability to tap on cognitive 

and emotional relevance to stimulate 
impactful connections. Like how a  
dish can evoke powerful memories, a 
lesson must tell an impactful message. 

This metaphor framework has since 
guided me in my own teaching and 
learning journey, and in my chapter, I will 
chart the changes in my professional 
inquiry practice in alignment with the 
three core anchors of my teaching 
philosophy. I will also examine how 
they have guided me towards further 
discovery and development of the 
Graduand Teacher Competencies (GTCs) 
as a Beginning Teacher.

CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT OF 
PURPOSEFUL EXPERIENCES

With English Literature as my second 
Curriculum Subject, I have come to 
realise that much of my approach as 
a General Paper (GP) teacher – and 
sometimes, even for Project Work – is 
about framing my lesson enactment 
within the larger concept of storytelling. 
Stories, more broadly speaking, are 
personal life experiences, and everyone 
has a story to tell regardless of where 
he/she comes from. Since stories are 
so inherent to the human condition,  
it means, by extension, that everyone 
has something to share; in terms of 
technical pedagogical language, this is to 
say that the students in our classrooms 
do have some form of schema – whether 
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first-hand or otherwise – to be tapped 
upon in order to invite participation and 
arouse learner interest.

By their very nature, stories are a two-
way process: there is always someone 
who tells the story, and someone else 
who listens, and it is precisely this 
dialogic rhythm of turn-taking that 
allows for the possibility of the co-
construction of meaning in learning. 
Such is the kind of positive classroom 
culture that I strive to establish in my 
lessons in order to encourage effective 
learner engagement. Moreover, just as 
how a story has a beginning, middle 
and end, so too does the GP lesson 
often take the narrative arc of a context, 
conflict, and resolution. 

Parsed differently, I begin lessons with 
targeted essential questions, invite 
the class on a student-led elaborative 
interrogation of its complexities and 
nuances, and then elicit from their 
collaborative discussion a spectrum of 

possibilities as opposed to a singular 
answer. I have realised that this is 
important for who I am as a GP teacher, 
because what we teach and come 
across in the subject has so much to 
do with conflicting, but never mutually 
exclusive, ideas and opinions.

During my practicum stint, for instance, 
I remember structuring a JC2 content 
lesson on Science and Technology 
based on a time travel adventure. 
Beginning first with an animation clip 
on the projected future of the world 
changed by advances in Artificial 
Intelligence and automation, I got my 
students to discuss in groups what 
they felt about such a portrayal and 
had them share their anticipation and 
concern as time travellers after visiting 
a world that is 30 years ahead of their 
time. Back from the ‘trip’, they took up 
the roles of politicians and ministers  
in a perspective-taking exercise, and in 
the style of a GP Application Question 
in Paper 2, reflected and debated 

Science & Technology content lesson structured as a time travel tour
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about whether Singapore (on her 
move towards becoming a SMART 
Nation), was adequately prepared for 
the opportunities and challenges of  
such a future. That was merely one 
segment of the whole session, but  
lesson plans like these both teach 
and inspire me to reflect on how I 
can continually bring in the element 
of productive play and disruption 
i.e. purposeful experiences, into my 
classroom and how the student voice 
can be better empowered to both speak 
and be heard in turn.

Structuring my lesson plans with the 
model of a story has thus, guided me 
to more sensitively sequence learning 
in the classroom, decide on which 
kinds of teaching aids and resources 
to curate, and how I should deliver 
them to pace and calibrate the lesson 

momentum to maximise time on-task 
and affective engagement. Apart from 
aligning with the goals of the Singapore 
Teaching Practice, this stylistic approach 
has also allowed me to explore and 
experiment ways to cultivate knowledge 
with creative teaching and to stimulate 
engagement through reflective thinking. 
These Graduand Teacher Competencies 
have greatly influenced how I have 
come to articulate and comprehend my 
own teacher identity, whose continual 
development will surely be further 
moulded by the increasing shift towards 
the “Joy of Learning” emphasis in our 
education landscape today.

STUDENTS ARE DIFFERENT, NOT 
DIFFICULT

Part of what we have learnt in our 
Social Context of Teaching & Learning 

Bridging content understanding with application



81

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

course was understanding more about 
the background and changing profile 
of students who come to us and our 
schools. I have since come to realise 
that it is important to see our students 
not merely in the rigid terms of the “low 
progress” versus “high progress” binary, 
but as individuals with the possibility for 
holistic growth and as learners who do 
want to improve and achieve beyond 
the academic realm.

In the past few months of my teaching 
as a student teacher, I think it is most 
heartening to see effort and persistence 
from students, and how the small 
successes they achieve can inspire 
greater self-confidence. After a near 
two-hour consultation with a student 
for their GP Common Test, the best 
thing I heard was not “thank you”, but 
when the student went on to say, “Now I 
actually feel confident about GP”. These 
moments matter. It matters for the 
student because intrinsic motivation 
is probably one of the most rewarding 
things to take away from the cognitive 
struggle that is so much an inherent 
part of education and learning, and 
it matters even more for teachers, 

because qualitative feedback of what 
we have done well beats quantitative 
results that only tend to reflect what has 
not been achieved.

Such positive experiences aside, I have 
also encountered students who are 
challenging to teach for various reasons. 
There are students who persistently 
give you discipline issues, students who 
bring with them emotional baggage to 
school each day because of strained 
family relationships, and students 
who consistently wrestle with social 
emotional or psychological problems. 
Correcting the misbehaviours of the 
first group taught me resilience and the 
importance of reinforcing consistency; 
interacting with those weighed down 
by family issues revealed to me the 
strength that I did not hear in their usual 
silence in the classroom, and supporting 
the third group showed me there  
was so much more to just teaching, and 
so little that I could do alone. 

It was also the latter group that started 
to shift how I saw my own belief that 
“students are different, not difficult”; 
because while it is always much easier 

 It is important to see our students not merely in the 
rigid terms of the “low progress” versus “high progress” 
binary, but as individuals with the possibility for holistic 

growth and as learners who do want to improve and 
achieve beyond the academic realm.” 
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to claim in theory that we must treat 
such difficulties as teachable moments, 
sometimes the frustration is all that 
really consumes your attention. I have 
learnt to let myself feel such emotions 
(after all, teachers are also humans),  
but I have also been wiser about 
moderating my expectations of students 
and learning to give exceptions when 
the situation demands.

Nonetheless, all these various students 
remind me every day that as teachers, 
we are in the privileged position to 
encourage, to nurture – in short, to make 
a difference – and that itself is a deep 
blessing which I treasure. As much as we 
are there in the classroom to facilitate 
and teach, so too do the changing 
conditions of that space ultimately 
teach us the invaluable competency 
of resilience and adaptability as an 
educator. It is sometimes a difficult 
struggle and uncomfortable tension 
between personal effectiveness and 
professional integrity, but at the end 

 As teachers, we are 
in the privileged position 
to encourage, to nurture 

– in short, to make a 
difference – and that 

itself is a deep blessing 
which I treasure.” 

of the day, to keep going the long 
run, I remind myself that teaching is  
always about the head, hands and heart.

BUILDING CUMULATIVE CHALLENGES 
AND RESILIENCE TO SUPPORT A 
GROWTH MINDSET

In light of what I have discussed above, 
I would say that much of my inquiry 
practice and professional development 
really only started to concretise during 
my practicum stint, where I was better 
able to see the bigger picture of the 
theory-practice link after several 
unsuccessful attempts at crafting and 
delivering lesson plans. Those mistakes 
and failures became essential learning 
milestones; after all, as much as we tell 
our students the importance of being 
continuous learners, so too do we need 
to walk the talk when it comes to our 
own professional development.

In hindsight, I am thankful for the  
exposure that I had during Contract 
Teaching and the Teaching Assistantship, 
because while they broadened my 
perspectives and understandings about 
the complex realities of the everyday 
classroom with its various logistical 
limitations and the race against time, 
it was also that very discontent which 
helped to give sharper articulation 
to my own teaching philosophy and 
what I pledged to bring into my future 
classrooms. Regardless of the subjects 
we teach, perhaps the big question 
that my colleagues and I still grapple 
with until today is how we can get 
students to see the relevance of our 
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subjects to their lived experiences. 
But against the backdrop of an ever 
changing digital world, there is clearly 
no simple or definite answer to this 
question. In fact, I think the pursuit will 
take us, quite literally, on an extension 
of our Singapore Kaleidoscope course 
as we continue to capitalise on the 
rich opportunities and disruptions of 
our world to meaningfully engage our 
students.

In NIE, Meranti and the Group 
Endeavours in Service Learning 
Project (GESL) brought groups of 
20 student-teachers together on an 
experiential discovery of our individual 
values and collective beliefs, and 
was significant in developing my 
teacher identity because it helped to  
inspire the Character and Citizenship 
Education (CCE) dimension that has 
now come to be a crucial feature of my 
GP lessons, and the kind of takeaways  
I want my students to leave the 
classroom with when we discuss 
sensitive current affairs.

My GESL group eventually collaborated 
with a non-governmental organisation 
that advocated for the rights of migrant 
workers in Singapore, and we created 
a Facebook page portraying the stories 
and struggles of volunteers and migrant 
workers in their fight for human rights 
and their lives. In our interactions with 
our interviewees from diverse origins 
and backgrounds, our group faced 
the frustration of language barriers 
and the discomforting awkwardness 
when sensitive personal struggles were 

shared. But collectively, one of the 
biggest takeaways for my group was  
this: empower differences and listen 
to what silence can teach. After all, the 
desire to make a change must ultimately 
begin from a certain discontent with 
existing flaws in social structures, and 
the need to humble ourselves to learn 
and listen even to the most marginalised 
in our communities. 

This constructive discontent, or 
the restless spirit of curiosity and 
dissatisfaction with the status quo, 
must begin in the classroom. Students 
need to be exposed to incremental 
challenges in the classroom – be it 
cognitively or emotionally – and they 
need to see how these learning points 
are so intimately a part of, rather than 
apart from, their everyday lives and 
society in order to truly be active and 
concerned citizens. They should not 
be content with answers, but rather, 
challenge themselves to uncover 
contentious possibilities and confront 
uncomfortable truths of the world  
we share. 

Achieving this is no easy feat, especially 
when topics discussed in the GP 
classroom can be, on most occasions, 
removed and distant from the local 
context and/or beyond the schema of 
a typical college student. This is where 
I have learnt that we are most needed 
as teachers: to first support the growth 
mindset of our students (and ourselves) 
to believe that we are capable of 
achieving more than who we are, and 
to bridge the gap between textbook 
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learning and life-long application. 
Such is, and must be, the ethos of 
a professional teacher who realises 
the delicate overlap of worlds. Put 
simply, we must guide our students to 
comprehend the world through words, 
and in turn, use the power of words  
and knowledge to further define and 
change their world. 

CONCLUSION 

My inquiry practice thus far, has been 
so much about resistance, subversion 
and revamping the conventions. It is 
time that the rigidity of frontal teaching 
and information downloading be given 
a fresh breath of life with creative 
fluidity and inter-disciplinary dynamism. 
Through the story-telling framework, 

 We must guide our students to comprehend the world 
through words, and in turn, use the power of words and 

knowledge to further define and change their world.” 

I have sought to establish how I have 
attempted to do this in my own teaching 
practice, which literally, is still a story in 
the making. 

Future classrooms of our 21st century 
must be an environment where the joy 
of learning is given priority; challenges 
abound in this journey of professional 
development and growth, but the 
disruptions open up many doors to  
help us fuel and nurture quality learning 
for the many batches of students and 
lives that shall pass through our hands. 
Let us continue with the work that we 
have committed ourselves to, and may 
we always be receptive to what our 
schools and students can inspire us 
about what it means to teach, and to be 
taught.
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I am Roysmond Sim Zhen Wei and I graduated from the National 
Institute of Education (NIE) Bachelor of Science (Education) 
programme (BSc (Ed)) in 2018. I was part of the inaugural batch 
of the Teaching Scholars Programme (TSP) offered by Nanyang 
Technological University (NTU) and NIE. My first teaching  
subject is Physics and my second teaching subject is Chemistry.

LEARN TO TEACH, TEACH TO LEARN 
ROYSMOND SIM ZHEN WEI, BACHELOR OF SCIENCE (EDUCATION)  

SECONDARY JULY 2014

When I first decided to enter the BSc 
(Ed) programme, many of my peers 
questioned making decisions on my 
future this early. Many of them felt 
that I should have taken up a general  
Science degree and then joined the 
Postgraduate Diploma in Education 
(PGDE) once I completed my 
undergraduate studies. Some even 
expressed the view that the BSc (Ed) 
programme limits me to the career 
of a teacher and that I should revise 
my decision. However, I was sure of 
my decision to commit my future to 
becoming an educator.

CALL TO TEACH

Nearing the completion of my National 
Service (NS) in November 2013, I was 
pondering about my future and role 
in society. What university course did  
I want to take up? What kind of job  
did I want to have? How much salary 
would I get? These were some of the 
many questions that flooded my mind 
as I braced myself for adulthood. Having 

gotten a taste of a deskbound job  
during NS, I was determined to try 
something that would offer me some 
form of dynamism and challenge. At 
that point, I heard about the Ministry 
of Education (MOE) Teaching Internship 
Programme (TIP) and thought I could 
give it a try. Eventually, I passed the 
interview and was posted to an all-boys 
Catholic mission school for a five-week 
stint as a teaching intern. 

The all-boys environment was a familiar 
one, having been from a boys’ school 
myself, but the demographic of students 
was something that was quite foreign 
to me. Having recently completed NS,  
I was largely influenced by the regimental 
approach of the armed forces. Hence, 
I decided to use such an approach 
when disciplining my students. It was a 
huge success with my lower secondary 
students as it instilled a sense of  
respect and awe in them.

Yet, the results were polar opposite 
with the upper secondary students. 
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One instance that I remember was 
a Secondary 5 student that literally 
walked out of my class after the bell 
rang. I admonished him heavily and 
told him that I did not care if he had 
another test to go for since he had not 
completed my work. He was infuriated 
by my words and retaliated by saying 
that he did not care about what I felt 
as well and walked away. The incident 
was raised to the discipline master and 
labelled as a discipline case. I spoke to 
the principal and discipline master to 
find out more about the boy and his 
history. It turned out that the student 
had serious anger management issues 
due to family troubles and had to be 
suspended for a few months to attend 
an anger management course.

At that point, I felt that I had failed 
terribly as a teacher, having not done 
my “homework” to understand the 
background of my student before 
lashing out at him. Perhaps he had had 
enough of people who did not care 
and my words triggered some form 
of negative reaction. It still hurts me 
when I look back at that incident, but 
it also motivates me to show genuine 
care and concern for my students and 
not be too quick to judge. It was also  

one of the key defining moments that 
affirmed my decision to become a 
teacher as I strove to become a role 
model for my students, especially for 
those who are lost and lack proper 
guidance in their growing up years.

Care and concern became the core of 
my teaching philosophy. As a teacher, 
I believe that it is important to show 
students that I care much more about 
each of them as individuals than their 
grades and achievements. I began 
to see the importance of taking time  
to get to know each and every student 
that I taught at a more personal level, 
and to show them that I was not only  
trying to teach a subject but more of 
teaching them how to live life. This  
would involve both hard and soft love, 
sometimes requiring strict admonition 
and other times a listening ear and 
an open mind to hear the troubles 
that the students faced. Through the 
relationships built in class, students 
would be able to grow up to be 
responsible and caring citizens of 
Singapore and become mature adults 
who are not only concerned about 
success, but also aware of their roles 
and responsibilities within the larger 
community.

 As a teacher, I believe that it is important to show 
students that I care much more about each of them as 

individuals than their grades and achievements.”
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JOURNEY OF EXPLORATION

During my NIE journey, being part of 
both BSc (Ed) and TSP gave me many 
opportunities to inquire about my 
teaching practice. These opportunities 
ranged from structured modules that 
taught us about educational theories, 
to Curriculum Studies (CSs) courses 
that delivered the content knowledge 
of our subject majors and the teaching 
pedagogies to conduct our lessons. 
We were also exposed to experiential 
learning activities such as International 
Practicum as well as Semester Exchange. 
These learning experiences helped to 
lay a strong foundation and equipped 
us with the necessary theoretical 
knowledge that is useful when combined 
with practical experiences.
 

Practical experiences abounded in my 
NIE journey, where we were attached 
to schools for teaching internships 
at least once every year in our four-
year bachelor programme. One of my 
defining experiences was International 
Practicum (IP) at an elementary school 
in Stockholm, Sweden. Having grown 
up in the Singapore education system, 
teaching in a completely new system 
seemed like an insurmountable task. 
I was assigned to an English-track  
6th grade class in an international school.

My mentor was an extremely nurturing 
teacher who used to teach in New 
Zealand. It was a tough challenge to 
adapt to the Swedish way of education, 
where students call teachers by their 
first names and where discipline is 

My teaching philosophy (articulated in my Digital Portfolio)
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enforced in a vastly different way  
than in Singapore. No admonition 
was allowed in the Swedish system 
and discipline in class was built upon 
strong teacher-student relationships. 
The students also tended to have a 
shorter attention span and disliked  
sit-down work. It was a real drastic 
change from the classroom that I was 
used to and I had to adapt quickly  
to the higher levels of noise and 
movement in the classroom. 

After a few lessons, I was able to  
develop a greater understanding of the 
needs of the students and introduced 
fun and enriching activities in the 
classroom, rather than just pen-and-
paper work. Through this experience, I 
learned the importance of adaptability 
in teaching and how as an educator,  
I need to be flexible in my approach to 
each class and adjust my teaching style 
accordingly to find a good balance.

Also, I noticed how my Cooperating 
Teacher (CT) constantly affirmed the 
students for their work regardless of 
the quality, recognising genuine effort 
rather than the final result. This made 
me reflect on my own approach as a 
teacher in Singapore and enlightened 
me to the importance of empowering 
my students by giving them credit 
for their hard work and not just the 
final product. It is important to mould 

students to have the courage to fail so 
that they are not afraid to try their best 
in all that they do.

PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT

In Teaching Practice 1 (TP1) and 2 (TP2),  
I was fortunate enough to be posted  
back to my alma mater, an all-boys  
Special Assistance Plan (SAP) school.  
As an ex-student, I had the advantage 
of being familiar with the school 
environment and knowing some of 
the teachers who taught me in the 
past. However, being an alumnus 
comes with certain expectations and  
pressures as well. Being from a SAP  
school in Singapore, my students  
are expected to excel, not only 
academically, but also in their  
co-curricular activities and participate 
in additional programmes such as 
overseas immersion trips. The myriad of 
school activities and high expectations 
increases the workload of teachers  
in the school who are tasked to realise 
the potential of these students. 

As a student teacher, my focus was 
on my classroom management skills 
and honing my pedagogical practice. 
Managing a classroom of 40 boys was 
something that I was comfortable with, 
having taught at an all-boys school 
during my internship experience and 
being an ex-student of the school. 

 It is important to mould students to 
have the courage to fail so that they are not 
afraid to try their best in all that they do.”
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The age gap between the students 
and myself was comparatively smaller 
than senior teachers, and being able 
to connect and communicate with the 
students by using their language also 
aided me in the process of managing 
the classroom.

For the first few lessons, I realised that 
some of my students were disengaged. 
Upon further examination and 
reflection, I discovered that the content 
taught was not challenging enough for 
the students. My lessons were crafted 
based on the examination syllabus  
so as to ensure that students were able 
to meet those objectives. However, 
most of the students were able to 
grasp the concepts very quickly and felt  
that the tasks assigned were not 
challenging enough.

Students also tended to ask questions  
that were “out of the textbook”, some  
of which I was unable to answer. 

Reflecting on my own practice, I saw the 
need to adjust how I taught my students 
according to their unique profile. I 
started to introduce additional content 
in my lessons in order to engage my 
students meaningfully and stretch their 
abilities. I did so by introducing real 
world examples to encourage students 
to see the link between theory and the 
world they live in. On top of that, I tried 
to pre-empt questions that students 
might ask before each lesson. 

As I prepared for each lesson, I 
constantly put myself in the shoes of 
my students and asked myself, “what 
would I ask my teacher?” For example, 

when I was teaching “colours of light”, I 
read up about trivial facts related to the 
topic, such as why the sky is blue and 
why the sun appears red even though 
it emits white light. These adjustments 
allowed me to facilitate meaningful 
discussions when the opportunities 
arose. The students were also visibly 
more attentive during my lessons and 
contributed to the classroom discussion 
with their insightful ideas and questions.

Another key challenge that I faced was 
weak content knowledge. Throughout 
my teaching, I started to realise certain 
gaps in my Physics and Chemistry 
knowledge which I had to actively seek 
help for either by asking senior teachers 
or by reading up books. Although I am 
proficient in Physics and Chemistry at 
the undergraduate level, being able 
to condense and simplify ideas while 
retaining the essence of the scientific 
idea was a tough challenge. Certain 
scientific terminologies that I used in 
the classroom might also be too broad 
or too sophisticated for the students 
to understand. An active effort had to 
be made to peg the level of Science at 
the secondary level. Over time, through 
more in-class experience and guidance 
from my mentors, I became more 
confident in my content delivery and 
scaffolding concepts for students. 

My main CT, an experienced teacher 
who has taught Physics in the school 
since I was a student, played a key 
role in facilitating my inquiry process. 
He was very patient and gave me the 
space to try out creative new ideas 
while also providing his expert opinions 
on possible improvements. Whether 
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it was a lesson observation or just an 
ordinary lesson, he would not hesitate 
to provide constructive feedback to 
help me to improve my teaching. Even 
though my CT was always swarmed  
with his multiple commitments in 
school, he would not hesitate to take 
time out to share his thoughts with me 
or answer my queries.
 
When I asked him if I could observe 
his CCA, Track & Field, he immediately 
gave me a two-hour tour of a training 
session. He introduced me to the 
coaches for each event and explained 
the key duties of a sports CCA teacher-
in-charge. He even brought me to 
observe the National Cadet Corps (Air) 
students afterwards, ensuring that I got 
maximum exposure. On top of that, he 
also invited me to observe his lessons 
to see how he taught so that we could 
“learn from one another”, as he said.

Observing my own mentor allowed me 
to gain a fresh perspective on how to 
teach each topic and how to motivate 
students to learn. My CT always aimed 
to build strong rapport with his classes 
and crafted key questions for each class 
based on their needs and ability levels. 
He was also especially mindful of the 
attentiveness of students and varied 
his tone appropriately to maintain the 
engagement of the students.

Using the Reflective Practice Model, my 
inquiry process began with observing 
how my CT constructed and executed 
his lessons. Subsequently, I formulated 
explanations on why my CT carried out 
certain pedagogical actions during his 
lesson, such as intentional pauses and 

key questions. I would also ask him for 
the reason behind these actions and 
clarifed any doubts where necessary. 
Then, I would reflect on the takeaways 
from observing my CT and record them 
in my weekly or lesson reflections. 
Moving forward, I try to incorporate 
the skills I have learned from my CT in 
my own teaching, such as planning key 
questions and maintaining engagement 
level of students.

REFLECTION AND GROWTH

The Digital Portfolio provided a platform 
for us to record our progress and growth  
as student teachers. This encouraged me 
to reflect on my practice and discover 
ways to improve my proficiency as a 
teacher. When constructing the website, 
we were required to include information 
about the various courses that we have 
taken in NIE and NTU. At first, it seemed 
like a tedious and time-consuming  
activity due to the sheer number of 
courses that we have in our programme. 
During the process, I had to reflect 
on each course that I had completed 
throughout my four years in NIE.

Gradually, I began to see the big 
picture of how the various courses 
were structured and how they were 
linked to one another. Certain courses 
that were taken in our earlier years 
in university laid the foundation for 
more sophisticated and challenging 
courses in the later years. For example, 
Physics courses were structured such 
that we learned content in the first 
year, followed by lesson delivery and 
analysis in our second and third year.  
In our final year, we were introduced to 
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assessment techniques and test setting. 
The reflection that I went through 
during the creation and building of my 
PPI Digital Portfolio allowed me to see 
the gradual progression of courses 
from basic to abstract courses and see 
the beauty of how different courses are 
interlinked. 

The Focused Conversations (FCs) 
encouraged me to reflect on my  
teaching philosophy, motivation and 
instructional strategies and the 
Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTCs). For instance, FC1 was an 
excellent opportunity for me to 
consolidate my learning journeys in  
NIE and to articulate them to my 
mentor. I was given the chance to reflect 
upon my growth as an educator and  
as an individual throughout my four 
years in the BSc (Ed) programme in NIE.
 
During my presentation, many  
nostalgic moments surfaced and I was 
reminded of why I first joined teaching 
and my own philosophy as a teacher. 
The sharing session had also challenged 
me to think about how I could bring 
about positive change to education 
equipped with the knowledge from my 
tertiary education. I was fortunate to 
be joined by a fellow student teacher 
from the Postgraduate Diploma in 
Education (PGDE) programme. She  
shared the reason she joined the  
teaching fraternity after some years 
of working in the private sector. Her 
presentation was a timely reminder 
about the importance of care for  
students and to always seek to 
understand rather than to be 

understood. She reminded me that in 
the 21st century, teachers need to adapt 
to the changing needs of students. 

For example, as she noticed that 
the attention spans of her students 
were rather short, she introduced  
Kahoot, an online quiz platform 
that allows students to respond to 
questions posed by the quiz-setter 
with their smartphones, to capture 
her students’ attention. This was also 
a form of assessment for learning 
where instant feedback could be 
given to her students. The colourful 
design of the website along with  
its rhythmic background music excites 
and engages students, motivating 
them to participate in the activity. 
Subsequently, I also employed the 
same tool in my own classroom to 
great effect. I am glad that through the 
experience, I was able to learn from a 
fellow student teacher and improve my 
current teaching practice.

In addition, during FC3, I shared about 
how the practicum experience was 
an excellent platform for me to teach 
creatively, one of the GTCs related to 
cultivating knowledge. I found joy in 
creative teaching when my students 
were intrigued and awed by the magic 
and beauty of Science. Throughout 
my ten weeks, I built artefacts from 
scratch in order to make learning 
authentic to students in the classroom.  
One example is the Newton’s Disk, 
a disk that consists of seven colours  
of the rainbow in equal fractions. When 
you spin a Newton’s Disk at a high 
speed, it will appear white. I printed  
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the disk on paper with a colour 
printer and pasted it over cardboard. 
I then bought a mini-fan that could be  
powered by a smartphone and  
replaced the fan blades with the disk, 
allowing me to show the phenomenon 
to the students. By making the 
phenomenon real to the students, it 
improved their understanding of the 
concept and captured their attention.

THE WAY FORWARD

The inquiry process is a constant  
search through trial and error. Not  
every question that I ask is the 
right question. Not every answer 

 The inquiry process is a constant search through  
trial and error. Not every question that I ask is the right 

question. Not every answer that I come to is the right answer. 
However, the mindset of inquiry challenges me to keep trying 
even in the face of failure and improve my teaching methods 

and pedagogies after every lesson I conduct.”

 

that I come to is the right answer.  
However, the mindset of inquiry 
challenges me to keep trying even in 
the face of failure and improve my 
teaching methods and pedagogies after 
every lesson I conduct. At the end of 
my NIE journey, I am thankful for all the 
questions and answers that have led  
to my gradual growth as a teacher.  
The many lessons that I have learned  
in the process of inquiry will stay 
with me for the rest of my teaching  
journey. Most importantly, I know that 
inquiry should always be at the core 
of my teacher identity as I continually  
seek to improve myself in my quest to 
become a proficient teacher.

Newton’s Disk Artefact A screen capture of my FC3 reflection from the Digital Portfolio



93

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

THE SCIENCE OF TEACHING ART 
IMMANUEL GOH JIN HONG, DIPLOMA IN ART (EDUCATION) SECONDARY JULY 2017 

MY BACKGROUND

I graduated from Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts in 2017 with a  
Diploma in Art. Thereafter, I joined the National Institute of Education 
(NIE) to pursue a Diploma in Art (Education) and was posted to a 
secondary school for my practicum.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

I believe in effective teaching through 
play and exploration and I am influenced 
by Dewey’s theories on education 
(Dewey, 1963) and Lowenfeld’s stages 
of artistic development (Lowenfeld & 
Brittain, 1964). The modules I took in  
NIE further deepened my understanding 
and improved my teaching practices 
with real life examples and theoretical 
support. Specifically, the module “The 
Development of Adolescent Art and 
Its Implications for Teaching” was one 
of the most influential modules that 
shaped my teaching philosophy by 
deepening my understanding of an 
adolescent’s brain development and 
their learning needs at different stages.

The three main ideas behind my 
teaching philosophy are:

Experiment
Every lesson is a new experience. It is 
an opportunity to meet new challenges 
and understand the pedagogies in the 
classroom. Teaching is a science that 
is driven by theoretical practices and 
philosophies. A reflective approach 
to teaching is akin to taking down 
scientific notes in an experiment,  
and understanding the dynamics of 
teaching through reflective practice 
is essential to improving myself. Just 
as an experiment is driven towards 
a hypothesis, I am driven towards 
improving my curriculum delivery by 
taking down observations from what 

 A reflective approach to teaching is akin to 
taking down scientific notes in an experiment, and 
understanding the dynamics of teaching through 
reflective practice is essential to improving myself.” 
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I see in classrooms. These notes serve 
to improve my teaching and further 
benefit my students both in character 
and academics.

Directness and Efficiency
I think that directness and efficiency 
is important in education, and that 
skills and theories must be applicable. 
I strongly believe in simplification and 
the functional aspect of what I am 
teaching. With today’s accessibility of 
information, content has become a 
common resource that is shared with 
everyone. I wish that my students 
will be able to manage knowledge 
for their functions and not just be an  
information database. 

Adaptiveness
Teaching and learning are never  
ending, and there is no perfection. 
Clichéd as it may sound, “change is 
constant” - the world is constantly 
changing and everyone is moving 
forward in their practices and 
thinking. Being able to keep up-to-
date with methodologies in teaching  
practices and willingness to accept 
newness is one of the creeds in my 
teaching philosophy. I always look 
back on the lessons that I taught and  
align them with new content and 
application methods that I have learnt 
while planning for future lessons. 

MY APPROACH

I look into how to apply educational 
theories in my teaching and hone my 

teaching methods through delving into 
theories and research. I often keep 
records and reflect on my lessons, and 
concretely improve on them by imbuing 
theories into my practice. 

During my practicum, I conducted 
an experiment on my classes and 
attempted to align my teaching with 
Lowenfeld’s theory on stages of artistic 
development.1 My School Coordinating 
Mentor (SCM) gave me a lot of good 
advice in terms of lesson planning and 
understanding my students’ profiles. 
The Focused Conversations (FCs) 
encouraged my reflective practice and 
these sessions helped me to realise the 
importance of reflecting before, during 
and after the class. These sessions  
built my confidence in managing 
students, and in catering to the different 
learning needs of students.

I conducted an experiment on  
my teaching philosophy during my 
practicum. The sample size of my 
research was 14 students, who were 14 
and 15 years old. I conducted a series 
of drawing lessons with these students 
and came up with a hypothesis of the 
students’ stages of artistic development 
after the first session. I hypothesised 
that the students were in the range 
of dawning realism and pseudo-
naturalistic stages of their artistic 
development. The hypothesis was 
based on the students’ characteristics  
in terms of their behaviours and 
responses during lessons - most of 
them were insecure about their abilities 

1 Lowenfeld defines six stages of artistic development, applicable to children universally regardless of socio-economic 
factors, culture and race. Each stage is dynamic and fluid with overlaps between various stages. In general, children 
develop these stages at a similar rate, with the exception of highly artistic and intelligent children.
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and had a tendency to compare their 
works with other people. 

Comments such as “Teacher, my 
drawing is bad and lousy” and  
“Teacher, can I do this? Is it okay?” 
often resonate in classrooms during 
verbal interactions with them.

I discovered that, psychosocially and 
emotionally, the students needed 
reassurance from their peers and 
teachers. They had a tendency to 
compare their drawings with teachers 
and peers, which is characteristic of  
the pseudo-naturalistic and age of 
decision stages where they become 
more aware of their own drawings in 
comparison to the drawings of others. 
Most of the students saw realistically-
rendered drawings as successful, and 
were inclined to the naturalist and 
realist way of drawing.

The majority of the students were 
divergent learners as they were not 
inclined towards traditional and 
formalistic approaches of learning, 
but were more interested in hands-
on, exploratory activities. 8 out 
of 14 of the students performed 
better outside the classroom and 
showed great aptitude serving  
as school leaders representing clubs 
and societies. Only two students 
demonstrated the characteristics of 
convergent learners who need to learn 
in a chronological and linear manner.

From the drawings, I observed that 
the students fell within two stages of 
artistic development – dawning realism 
and pseudo-naturalistic. For example, 

the drawing below (dawning realism) 
exhibits traces of structure and order, 
and a schema is used in the production 
of the drawing, characteristic of the 
dawning realism stage. Overlapping 
can be seen in this drawing with the 
hand laid over the track and the chairs 
positioned under the table.

The drawing below (pseudo-
naturalistic) demonstrates the student’s 
ability to use light and value (light and 
dark shades) in the sketch of the wolf. 
An attempt to achieve realism can be 
seen through the use of different tonal 
shadings and the awareness of light, 
characteristic of adolescents in the 

A drawing from a student in the dawning realism stage

A drawing from a student in the pseudo-naturalistic 
stage.
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pseudo-naturalistic stage. Students in 
this stage become more observant of 
details in objects and are keen to see 
improvements in their work.

Based on their age, their responses  
and my observations during the 
lessons, I realised that the students 
exhibited a slower rate of artistic 
development. Most of the students 
were at the pseudo-naturalistic 
stage (which typically refers to the 
development of individuals between  
12 to 14 years old) with a handful  
still in the dawning realism stage (9 
to 11 years old), despite being 14 and 
15 years old. Most of the students 
also exhibited the characteristics 
of haptic learners as they tended 
to fidget in class and play with their 
pens or pencils during lessons. After 
interacting with these students outside 
curriculum hours, I discovered that 
many of them have had discouraging 
experiences with their teachers and  
felt a lack of attention from their 
working parents. Hence, these factors 
may have contributed to a slower rate 
of artistic development.

In consideration of the students’ 
motivation and emotional need for 
assurance, I made a conscious effort 
to phrase my comments and remarks 
in a positive manner, emphasised the 
strengths of their works and suggested 
ways to improve their drawings. I also 
made some adjustments to my lessons 
to cater to their learning needs, noting 
that the difference between the dawning 

realism and pseudo-naturalistic stage 
is in the understanding of spatial 
differences and three-dimensional 
depth. I designed the following lessons 
by leveraging on peer critiques and 
teaching, as well as drawing on haptic 
learning.

3D SCULPTURE ACTIVITY USING 
SCAMPER

The students were given a task to  
create a 3D sculpture for the school 
garden using SCAMPER2 techniques 
that were taught to them, with  
references to a sculpture and shoe.

The image above shows the work of a 
student in the stage of dawning realism, 
who is self-critical and easily influenced 
by peers. In order to capitalise on peer 
influence to facilitate and increase their 
understanding of spatial relationships, 
I conducted a class critique session for 
the students to identify the strengths of 
the drawing, and to give suggestions on 

2 SCAMPER is a structured set of techniques to help students generate ideas, and is an acronym for Substitute, Combine, 
Adjust, Modify, Put to other uses, Eliminate and Reverse/Rearrange.

Worksheet for sculpture activity using SCAMPER
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how to improve on the works flashed 
on the screen. The names were omitted 
to prevent identification of the student 
and negative judgement. The students 
were actively engaged in this exercise 
and provided constructive feedback to 
improve the works shown on the slides. 

I hoped that this process could help 
the students to become aware of 
their strengths and weaknesses 
without feeling judged, and that the 
positive remarks could serve as an 
encouragement for them. These critique 
sessions were conducted in the last 15 
minutes of every lesson, and a positive, 
reflective and encouraging classroom 
climate was created. Students  
became less self-critical and were more 
positively receptive to comments.

PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING ACTIVITY

Following this, I designed a lesson using 

a problem-based learning approach. 
The objective of the activity was to 
break down forms into basic shapes 
and construct the form again with the 
shapes. This problem-based learning 
activity suited the profiles of both 
spontaneous and divergent learners, 
by allowing students to learn drawing 
through a non-formalistic manner via 
the construction of 3D models. The 
students were split into groups of 
four or five. Each group was tasked to 
construct a basic form using paper, 
scissors and masking tape. Students 
were to document the thinking process 
of how to break down the form into 
basic shapes as shown below.

As most of the students were  
divergent and spontaneous learners, 
I addressed their learning needs by 
teaching them in a haptic and hands-
on manner. The lessons seemed to 
have produced positive effects on 

Breaking down forms into basic shapes
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the students. By comparing their first 
and second drawings (images above), 
it was evident that the students 
demonstrated better understanding  
of spatial relationships and added  
three dimensionality to the artwork.

The encouragement and positive 
feedback over the span of three lessons 
allowed the students to gain autonomy 
and become more confident about 
their work. During the fourth week, 
the students were tasked to present 
their final drawing and most of them 
were more willing to share and speak 
about their work (image on the right). 
Some of them brought the paper 
sculpture (image on bottom right)
they experimented with and shared in 
the classroom. The students’ attitude 
towards art seemed to have changed 
positively and they became more 
interested in the lessons.

Initial drawing Improved drawing

Outcome of final drawing

Paper sculpture
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In conclusion, there is a diversity of 
learners and Lowenfeld’s stages of 
artistic development serves as a model 
to differentiate learners in their various 
stages of artistic and emotional growth. 
However, due to its heavy reliance on 
visuals and drawings, the model may  
not be fully effective in assessing 
the overall development of an 
adolescent. From my findings and 
investigation, I realised that students 
today are more dynamic and diverse. 
In this contemporary era, art can 
be learnt in many different ways; 
Lowenfeld’s theory may be one of the  
more comprehensive frameworks of 
assessing and categorising learners,  
but it is not absolute.

If I were given a chance to continue 
teaching this group of students,  
I would constantly keep myself up to 
date with the latest pedagogies and 
knowledge, so that I can encourage 
and engage them in the subject 
based on their changing needs and 
abilities. I strive to be reflective and 
embracing towards different profiles 
of learners, and to constantly search 
for pedagogies to foster and increase 
student interest. This way, I believe  
I can intrinsically motivate students to 
work on the subject, enable them to 
develop holistically through a positive 
self concept, and give them more 
autonomy in the process of creating art. 
 

 I strive to 
be reflective and 

embracing towards 
different profiles 

of learners, and to 
constantly search 
for pedagogies to 

foster and increase 
student interest.” 



100

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

WE ARE ALL UNIQUE 
LEE MIN HUEY, PGDE SECONDARY DECEMBER 2016

WHY TEACH?

“Why did you leave your job and 
want to be a teacher?” A question  
that I have always encountered 
ever since I left my former job 
as a community pharmacist. As 
a community pharmacist, I was 
responsible for educating the 
public about minor ailments, 
proper use of medications and 
providing information about health 
supplements. I realised that it was 
especially enjoyable when I had 
the chance to educate the public 
about issues regarding their health. 
In addition, as a volunteer in the 
youth ministry in my church, I 
found it fulfilling when the youths 
shared their problems with me  
and we walked through them 
together. Many stories were also 
shared by the youths about how 
their teachers made an impact 
in their lives. These experiences  
served as a great inspiration to me 
and made me leave my previous 
career to be a teacher.

To answer the question, I want to be 
the person that plays an active role in 
moulding the future of Singapore, one 
individual at a time.

Two months before I entered the 
National Institute of Education (NIE) as 
a student teacher in the Postgraduate 
Diploma in Education (PGDE) 
programme, my son was born. I have 
always heard the saying: “having a 
child changes you forever” and truly, 
he did. As a Science teacher, I have 
always wanted to inculcate a passion  
for Science in my students. After the 
birth of my son, I realised that I am 
not just teaching a subject but I am 
teaching the child. I recognised that 
each child is different and unique and 
that I should treat each student just as 
how I would treat my child. 

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY
 
As I believe that each individual is 
unique and the approach to learning for 
each student is different, my teaching 
philosophy goes, “We are all unique and 
every student can learn and succeed”.  
I believe that each student can learn in a 
conducive learning environment where 
well-designed and effective lessons 
are provided. During the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) course, we 
were encouraged to articulate our 
teaching philosophies in the Digital 
Portfolio. Articulating my teaching 
philosophy helped me to put my beliefs 
into words and made it concrete. 
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Similarly, during the first meeting 
with my NIE supervisor (NIES) before 
practicum, he asked my coursemate 
and I to articulate the reason we joined 
teaching and our teaching philosophy. 
At the end of the session, he encouraged 
us to revisit our teaching beliefs and to 
always remember the reason we teach 
during difficult times. Little did I know 
that the impact of revisiting my teaching 
philosophy could be so strong - it has 
helped me through some of the most 
trying times during practicum. Every 
time I revisit my teaching philosophy, 
it reminds me of the teacher I want to 
become and that keeps me going.

PRACTICUM

Marrying Theory and Practice

Two of the most influential cognitive 
theorists, Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, 
have shaped my teaching. Piaget’s 
theory on constructivism states that 
new knowledge would be better 
understood if it is assimilated into  
an existing schema (Piaget, 1950). 
Making explicit links to prior knowledge 

would help students to realise that 
they are not learning something 
that they have no knowledge about, 
but instead they are building on or 
extending their existing knowledge.  
On the other hand, Lev Vygotsky’s zone 
of proximal development has taught 
me the importance of scaffolding 
when presenting new concepts to 
students (Vygotsky, 1978). It was 
important to break down difficult 
concepts and sequence learning from 

Screenshot of my teaching philosophy from my Digital Portfolio 

 Little did I know that the 
impact of revisiting my teaching 
philosophy could be so strong 

- it has helped me through 
some of the most trying times 
during practicum. Every time I 
revisit my teaching philosophy, 
it reminds me of the teacher I 

want to become and that keeps 
me going.” 
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simple to complex, macroscopic to 
microscopic. When teaching about 
the difference in the melting points of 
simple covalent substances and giant 
molecular substances, students found 
it easier to assimilate new knowledge 
by first activating prior knowledge on 
the high melting point of diamond (a 
giant molecular substance) versus the 
low melting point of water (a simple 
covalent substance). For instance, in 
order to understand the differences in 
the melting points of these two types of 
substances, it was necessary to zoom 
into the microscopic view, a molecular 
level, to explain the differences in the 
melting points of simple and giant 
molecular substances by looking at the 
differences in structure.

According to teaching areas in the 
Singapore Teaching Practice, it  
is essential to activate the prior 
knowledge of students (Ministry of 
Education, 2017). Students will learn 

better if the teacher presents new 
information to students by explicitly 
linking it to their prior knowledge. This 
will also help students to appreciate  
that learning does not occur in silos and 
that each chapter is a build-up of what 
they have learnt previously. 

For instance, in the very first lesson 
during practicum, I assessed the class’s 
prior knowledge of atomic structure by 
playing a modified version of Pictionary 
(a charades-inspired guessing game).  
The game was called “Chemistry 
Pictionary.” The class was divided into 
groups of five and each group had one 
representative who was in charge of 
drawing. Each representative would be 
given a game card and they would need 
to draw out the element’s electronic 
structure and indicate the number of 
protons, neutrons and electrons on 
the butcher paper provided. The other 
members in the group would then have 
to guess the element.

Game card for “Chemistry Pictionary”

Fluorine atom

9
F

fluorine
19

Key
proton (atomic) number

atomic symbol
name

relative atomic mass
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Through this activity, students had 
fun working collaboratively to identify 
the elements allocated to their group. 
When going through the answers, I 
noticed that some students did not 
use the correct symbols to represent 
protons, neutrons and electrons. After 
providing timely feedback about the 
correct symbol representation, it was 
heartening to see that no one made the 
same error in the second round.

Reflecting and Inquiring into My 
Teaching Practice

During one of the Focused  
Conversations (FCs) that I had 
with my NIES during practicum, we 
discussed about the constant feedback 
and support given by him and my 

Cooperating Teachers (CTs) throughout 
practicum. My growth as a competent 
teacher increased exponentially as 
there was a constant cycle of reflections, 
feedback and improvement. However,  
I realised that this support framework 
would change once practicum ended. 
I had to figure a way to get feedback 
on my lessons so that I can improve 
teaching in all areas from lesson 
preparation to enactment. Through the 
FCs and PPI course, I have learnt that  
the Reflective Practice Model is a very 
useful framework that I can use in my 
years as an educator to constantly 
improve my teaching skills through 
answering the four main questions.

The Reflective Practice Model  
includes four guiding questions: “What 

The Reflective Practice Model. Adapted from Langer, Colton, and Goff (2003) and York-Barr, Sommers, Ghere &  
Montie (2006).

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What Happened?)

Knowledge 
of Content

Filtering System
(beliefs / feelings)

Knowledge of 
Students

Knowledge 
of Self

Knowledge of 
Teaching and 

Learning

Knowledge 
of Schools 

and Societal 
Contexts

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What happened?)

Planning
(So what?)

Reflecting
(Why?)
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happened?”, “Why?”, “So what?”, 
and “Now what?” These questions 
guided me in my reflections after each  
lesson so as to help me to improve 
the next lesson. For example, after 
the lesson I conducted to assess my 
students’ prior knowledge of atomic 
structure, I reflected on the lesson by 
asking myself:

“What happened?” – Based on what 
students drew on the butcher paper,  
I realised that I was only able to  
assess the prior knowledge of twelve 
students (two students from each 
group) and was unable to ascertain the 
prior knowledge of the other students.

“Why?” – This was due to time 
constraints, not all students had 
the opportunity to go up to the  
butcher paper to draw the element’s 
electronic structure.

“So what?” – It was time for me to dig 
deeper into the ‘bag of tricks’ that I 
gathered through my contract teaching 
experience and the modules in NIE so 
that I could better improve the next 
lesson. I remembered the use of mini 
whiteboards for students to write down 
their answers to the questions posed by 
the teacher. 

“Now what?” – For the next lesson,  
I decided to use mini whiteboards for 
each student to draw out the element 
shown. The use of mini whiteboards 
in class was a quick and effective way  
to gather students’ responses. This 
allowed me to attain a better assessment 
of the class’s prior knowledge of the 

topic and use the information gathered 
to better plan the next lesson based on 
the learning needs of the students.

Using the Reflective Practice Model 
might seem daunting at first. But 
having done it for every lesson during 
practicum, it has become an integral 
part of improving my teaching practice 
and to allowing me to understand my 
role as a practitioner.

Teaching Does Not Equate to Learning

It is imperative to assess the learning of 
students after a new concept is taught 
as teaching does not equate to learning. 
I have learnt that a simple tool such 
as a mini whiteboard and whiteboard 
marker can be used for another purpose 
– assessment for learning (AfL).  
I would flash on the screen a multiple-
choice question pertaining to the new 
concept taught and ask students to 
write down their answers on the mini 
whiteboard. 

I tried the same method for other 
classes but realised that it did not  
work as well for some classes. Students 
were easily distracted by the mini 
whiteboard and whiteboard marker and 
were not focused on the task assigned.  
I reflected again on the method to 
assess learning after the lesson using 
the Reflective Practice Model: 

“What happened?” – Students 
were easily distracted by the mini 
whiteboards and whiteboard markers 
and thus, were not focused on the 
tasks assigned.
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“Why?” – The students in this class 
were not ready for the activity and not 
interested in the teaching tool (mini 
whiteboard and whiteboard markers) 
selected for this activity. 

“So what?” – Based on my interactions 
with the students, they preferred the 
use of technology during learning.

“Now what?” – I decided to try out 
Plickers, a tool that is easily available 
for teachers to use to assess learning 
without the need for students to have 
a mobile device or laptop. When using 
Plickers, students were engaged as 
seen from their shouts notifying me 
to scan in their answers (in QR code 
format) which would then be reflected 
on the screen. 

Constantly reflecting on what went 
wrong and what went well during the 
lesson using the Reflective Practice 
Model allowed me to select the 
appropriate tool to use for each class 
as every class was different. Even the 
same tool used for the same class may 
not work for different lessons as this 
is the nature of teaching - teachers are 

dealing with students who are dynamic 
individuals and are ever changing.

Positive Teacher-Student Relationship (TSR)

I have learnt through these teaching 
experiences that considering the 
learner’s profile is an integral and 
important part of lesson preparation 
so that an effective and engaging 
lesson can be designed for each class. 
In addition, the Reflective Practice 
Model required the teacher to have 
knowledge of the students. There is 
no better way to understand students 
than through building a positive 
teacher-student relationship (TSR). This 
positive relationship would help me 
to understand the learner and their 
learning preferences, as well as their 
level of readiness for learning.

However, I found it difficult to sit 
down with students and have chit-chat 
sessions with them to build positive 
TSR. One of the ways I built positive 
TSR was to make use of small windows 
of one to two minutes where I would 
chat with students as we walked from 
one venue to another. I have learnt that 

 I have learnt that when students realise that 
genuine care is extended to them, through actions such 

as smiling at them when paths are crossed along the 
corridors or remembering their names, they will be 

more attentive and engaged in class.”
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when students realise that genuine care 
is extended to them, through actions 
such as smiling at them when paths 
are crossed along the corridors or 
remembering their names, they will be 
more attentive and engaged in class. 

Having said that, it was important to 
reinforce expectations and routines 
in the classroom so that a conducive 
learning environment is built. When 
setting rules and expectations, I found 
that it was important to explain the 
rationale behind the decisions so that 
thinking is made visible. Students were 
encouraged to speak up against any 
unreasonable expectations so that they 
could play a part in setting the rules and 
expectations. However, at one point 
of the practicum, I fell into the trap of 
not taking time to reinforce the rules 
and expectations, as I wanted more 
time to finish the activities planned 
for the day. The decision to ignore 
classroom management backfired 
and I could not finish the lesson that I 
had prepared. After that setback, the 
utmost importance of managing the 
class to achieve a conducive learning 
environment was ingrained into my 
teaching practice.

The saying “teaching is an art and 
science”, as mentioned by one of the 
NIE lecturers, resonated deeply within 
me. I remember lamenting to my 
coursemates about how tedious it was 
to do the assignments after learning 
about the various theories in the 
modules taken. I also recall falling back 
on the theories learnt and integrating 
them into my teaching practice as I 
enacted the planned lessons during 
practicum. I was thankful that I had 
to walk through this journey during 
the PGDE programme as it allowed  
me see that teaching is a science 
bound by theories and sound scientific 
processes but yet an art as we have 
to build positive teacher-student 
relationships to guide and mould the 
future of Singapore at a young and 
impressionable age.

Active Learning Through Modified 
Inquiry-Based Learning

In the teaching of Science, inquiry- 
based learning is used to engage  
students as they embark on a process 
of discovering the answer to questions 
posed for themselves. An inquiry 
lesson was designed for the topic 

1. What is graphite made up of?

2. What is the type of bonding present in graphite?

3. Describe the structure of graphite.

Relate the structure of graphite to its physical properties:

Key questions that students have to answer
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on properties of giant molecular  
structures (diamond and graphite) 
where students had to work in groups 
to answer a few key questions based  
on the information sources given. 

Through this activity, students 
were given the opportunity to build 
upon each other’s ideas to look for  
the answer. At the same time, they 
learnt the skills involved in collaborative 
learning. A gallery walk was done with 
students writing down their questions 
on a Post-it note and pasting it on the 
butcher paper, and commonly asked 
questions were addressed at the end of 
the lesson. As usual, I did my reflection 
at the end of the one-hour lesson. I 
realised that I could not accurately 

check for each student’s understanding 
even though I had an indication of the 
mistakes made by each group. It was the 
second time I had selected a teaching 
tool that did not allow me to engage in 
the practice of assessing for learning 
of my students. Neither did I plan for a 
follow-up activity that would allow me 
to assess each students' learning of the 
new concept. 

Acting on the “Now what?” question, 
I recalled a video that was screened 
during one of the Professional 
Development sessions in my contract 
teaching school titled “My favourite  
no” (Andy Midwinter, 2015). I decided  
to try out a similar activity in class in 
order to check for their learning.

A quick and easy way to check for understanding

A part of the information pack given to students Answers from one of the groups
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During the subsequent Chemistry 
lesson, small pieces of paper with 
a question was printed out and 
disseminated to all students.

Students were given five minutes to 
answer the question. At the end of five 
minutes, I collected back the paper 
and held a class discussion about 
their classmates’ answers using the 
visualiser. This was an effective way 
of collecting data that allowed me to 
quickly and easily check my students’ 
understanding of the lesson in order 
to modify the current and subsequent 
lessons. In addition, students were  
able to see the common mistakes that 
their classmates made and learn from 
one another.

Two-Way Communication

In order to inquire into my own  
teaching, it was important to collect  
data that gave me insight into my 
teaching. After doing many reflections 

during practicum and realising how 
powerful it was, I decided to let students 
reflect on their own learning through  
an exit pass. Using an exit pass was also 
an avenue for me to gather feedback 
from students on how the lesson went 
and what were their preferences. 

The purpose of the exit pass was to 
give the students an avenue to think of 
questions related to the topic taught. 
Interesting questions were chosen and 
addressed in the following lesson. While 
asking students to write an exit pass at 
the end of the lesson, some students 
lamented that it was a tedious process 
and did not see any value in it. It dawned 
on me that while we constantly asked 
students to articulate their thoughts, 
as a teacher, I was not communicating 
the rationale of certain activities with 
my students. I then spent some time 
addressing the rationale of exit passes 
and the students were more receptive 
to writing exit passes at the end of  
the lesson.

An example of an exit pass written by a student
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It has taught me to make the implicit 
explicit and to never stop the two-way 
communication between teachers and 
students. As they say, it takes two hands 
to clap and in today’s era, it is essential 
that students are working alongside 
teachers to create an enjoyable learning 
experience. This teaching experience 
once again emphasised the importance 
of building positive TSR so that students 
would be willing to write honest 
feedback that allows me to inquire into 
my teaching and be a better teacher.

CONCLUSION

At the end of practicum, I realised 
that teaching is like cooking lasagne. 
There are so many considerations and 
dilemmas that teachers go through on 

a daily basis during each lesson. Each 
consideration and dilemma represents 
the layers of sauce and pasta noodles 
that ultimately create a plate of delicious 
lasagne, analogous to the lesson that 
students are to enjoy. The chef has to 
gather feedback from his customers 
to cater to their eating preferences to 
build his reputation and competencies. 
This is similar to the teacher collecting 
data and inquiring into his or her own 
teaching practice to improve and  
build upon the teacher identity. Each 
lesson is reflected upon and changed 
to cater to the different learning needs 
of the students, like how a chef would 
change the lasagne recipe to cater to 
the eating preferences of his customers. 
This is what makes teaching dynamic, 
challenging and extremely fulfilling.
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STOKING THE PASSION FOR  
LIFE-LONG LEARNING 

VEENA BHARWANI, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE DECEMBER 2016

I was 22 when I almost became 
a teacher. I remember I had just 
graduated with a Second Upper 
Class honours degree in European 
Studies from the National University 
of Singapore in 2003. I was sitting  
in the quiet confines of a secondary 
school in the east getting ready for 
my next History lesson as a young 
relief teacher. I remember thinking 
to myself: “This is really what I want 
to do for the rest of my life.”

But I hesitated and I am thankful  
for that. 

Instead, I pursued an exciting career in 
journalism for over a decade covering 
ground-breaking stories - some of 
which, like the series of stories on the 
National Kidney Foundation saga, have 
entered the annals of Singapore history. 
Throughout my decade-long journey 
in journalism, my heart was never truly  
far away from education as for the  
bulk of my career I covered education 
stories and worked alongside passionate 
colleagues and bosses as we covered 
hundreds of stories on education 
milestones in Singapore. 

Then, in 2014, the original ache to 
become a teacher returned. This time, 
there was no hesitation to take the 
plunge into becoming a teacher.

As a mid-career entrant to teaching, I 
was now even more passionate about 
teaching than ever. I was armed with 
fifteen years of solid work experiences 
which I knew would be an asset to the 
young minds I was going to mould and 
teach. By some grace, I was posted to a 
junior college to teach General Paper.
 
I was lucky; without really knowing 
it, I had been chiselling my teacher 
philosophy and identity for a long 
time. I wanted to be a fire-starter - a 
teacher who ignites the passion for 
life-long learning in her students. Yes, 
I am talking about literally rubbing 
two stones together and when the 
conditions are just right, the flame 
would ignite. This flame can represent 
the ideas, intellectual curiosity and 
goals that the teacher wants to impart 
to her students. Just like the process of 
starting the fire, before you ignite the 
flame, there is the tedious process of 
rubbing the stones over and over again. 
Similarly in a classroom, the teacher 
has to invest hard work, constant and 
consistent effort to impart knowledge 
and skills to her students. With the  
right skills, the teacher can ignite a  
spark in her students for life-long 
learning. And when this passion for 
learning is ignited, only then will 
students invest the time and effort to 
grasp more difficult concepts.
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Those were my thoughts before 
practicum. Before practicum, I always 
saw the fire in a positive light (pun 
intended). After experiencing some bad 
lessons, where I just could not engage 
my students, my teaching philosophy 
underwent an upgrade - the fire-starter 
was just the beginning. My challenge 
as a teacher had to be about igniting 
the initial interest of learning in my 
students. I asked myself: How do I 
engage the disinterested students? 
How do I make learning meaningful for 
them? How do I get them excited about 
General Paper when they would just 
rather sleep in front of me?

In the following paragraphs, I will 
elaborate on the evolution of this 
philosophy and how the failures were 
instrumental in informing my inquiry 
process as a teacher. 

PRACTICUM CHALLENGES

So, armed with what I thought was a 
solid teacher philosophy, I attempted 
to inject from the get-go passion and 
excitement into my students. I did face 
success in establishing a strong rapport 
and a positive learning environment 
in both classes assigned to me during 
practicum. However, I was hit with 
some challenges immediately: I faced 

students who were blatantly disruptive 
during lessons, students who chattered 
loudly through lessons, and students 
who would ignore basic classroom 
routines (like coming in more than 
ten minutes late for lessons and not 
bringing journals, eating in class and 
taking very long toilet breaks). They 
were also not engaged in classroom 
tasks and as a result disrupted the class 
even more. 

To counter the classroom management 
problem, I applied Kounin’s Group 
Management Strategies (Kounin, 1977) 
like nipping the problem in the bud 
and the ripple effect to re-establish 
classroom routines. Those who kept 
coming in late were reminded in front 
of all students that they were expected 
to be on time and this enforced a 
desired positive message to all students 
of their expected behaviour during 
class. Those who constantly were late 
despite these constant reminders 
were told to stay outside and write a 
paragraph-long explanation on why 
they were always late. They were also 
only allowed to enter at a suitable 
break during the lesson. It was not an 
overnight fix, however the constant 
reminders of classroom routines and 
use of logical consequences (such as 
writing reflections on why they did not 
bring their journal) eventually worked 
and the routines became habitual.

However, in one of my classes, I was 
most concerned about their general 
apathy and disinterest in their work.  
I did some reflection on the problems 
of this class including the classroom 
management issues. I discovered that 

 With the right skills, 
the teacher can ignite a 

spark in her students for 
life-long learning.”
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the problem stemmed from a general 
disinterest in learning and schoolwork. 
Students were not engaged in group 
tasks and manifested this disinterest 
in disruptive behaviour such as talking 
and not doing their work assigned  
in class.

I examined my existing lessons and 
came up with a few reasons why the 
lessons were not working for them:

1. Existing groups were made up of 
cliques that were disruptive.

2. General disinterest in lessons such 
as group tasks were too hard and 
complex for this class.

3. Pacing of the lesson was too slow 
and overly focused on one task for 
too long.

To counter each issue, I again examined 
the details of each lesson and asked 
myself some questions:

• Are the activities too complex or 
difficult for this profile of mid-
progress students?

• Can the groups be redistributed to 
break up cliques?

• Are the tasks engaging and 
meaningful enough?

• Are the tasks too boring due to poor 
pacing of activities and lessons?

Examining the artefacts from the earlier 
lessons I conducted in this class, I 
realised the group activities I designed 
were way too complex which directly 
resulted in them being confused and 
losing focus on the task.

For example, in my first lesson 
observation on essay outlines, I tasked 
students in groups to work on an essay 
outline together. Each person in the 
group was given a specific task (i.e. one 
student was the research manager, 
the other was in-charge of clarifying 
terms in question). In theory, this was 
a good idea, however in practice, there 
were numerous problems. For one, the 
roles I assigned for the activity were 
too complex for the students. Students 
did not understand the role of a devil’s 
advocate and what they were supposed 
to do.

Additionally, assigning three essay 
questions for a short 15-minute activity 
was just too much work. 

The result: students lost a lot of time 
clarifying what their exact roles were 
and this led to a loss of group focus and 
breakdown of task engagement.

It did not take too long to realise that 
the activity was too complex and had 
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to be shortened to maintain student 
engagement. I went back to Kounin’s 
Group Management Strategies in which 
he stresses that students behaviour 
is directly impacted by the teacher’s 
pace and transitions between activities. 
In other words, in future activities, I 
simplified the task and kept instructions 
simpler and also moved from one 
activity to the next more quickly. So 
instead of leaving the group to struggle 
with a complicated 20-minute activity,  
I broke it down to seven to eight minutes 
of mini activities. For each mini activity, 
I gave them incremental instructions as 
the lesson went along. I started with a 
simple activity and slowly built up the 
difficulty of the activity as the lesson 
progressed. The idea was not to leave 
students struggling with a 20-minute 
activity but scaffold the activity in 
seven to eight minute chunks to allow 
progressive learning to take place.  
I implemented this in my final lesson 
on Artificial Intelligence which I will talk 
about in the following paragraphs.

Maintaining student engagement 
throughout the lesson is key and quite 
a major challenge for all teachers.

It is also the focus of my teaching 
philosophy. I wanted to make sure 
that each lesson was a fire-starter that 
engaged students from the get go. In 
order to get their buy-in, I needed to 
ignite the passion for the lesson and 
the topic. That means, every single 
lesson had to serve a larger purpose  
of showing students that General 
Paper is not just a subject where they  
learn to write essays and master 
comprehension skills, but it is a subject 
that makes them excited because it  
is going to teach them something 
exciting about our world. 

So in my final lesson observation 
on Artificial Intelligence (AI) and its 
Ethical Implications, I went back to 
where I started - thinking of ways 
to get them very excited so that I 
can have them hooked for that 1.5 
hours. The objective of this lesson 
was to critically examine the ethical 
implications of AI by using Paul’s Wheel 
of Reasoning (Paul, 2004) - a graphic 
organiser that includes eight elements 
of productive thinking (purpose, 
assumptions, point of view, evidence, 
implications, concepts, questions and 

Complicated instructions
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inferences) that engage students in 
logical reasoning and combine both 
creative and critical thinking skills. 
The process is to consider a problem 
or concept and move through each 
component in a meaningful way. The 
key, as I discovered, was to interweave 
interesting activities by employing 
videos and object-centred lessons along 
with focused group activities which  
will guide them along to the objective of  
the lesson.

Here are the main features of this lesson:

1. Start off the lesson by getting 
students to experience the benefits 
of Artificial Intelligence (AI) by 
allowing them to use an actual 
virtual assistant in class (Alexa).

2. Show students a video of the  
sinister implications of AI borrowed 
from a popular series “Black Mirror”, 
which students were familiar with.

3. Introduce Paul’s Wheel of Reasoning 
to students and ask them to critically 
examine this video.

4. Introduce an article to students 
in groups and again using the  
Wheel, get students to analyse 
directed paragraphs.

5. Present their ideas in a gallery walk.

During this lesson, which was on a 
fairly complex topic, I focused on bite-
sized activities that were spread out 
throughout the long lesson to ensure 
maximum student engagement and 
I strategically slipped in videos and 
a quick game at the beginning to get  
their buy-in. 

REFLECTIONS

As a result of focusing on the pacing 
of the lesson and simpler activities, 
students were more engaged 

Bite-sized simple instructions
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throughout the lesson. Additionally, 
by gradually increasing the difficulty 
of each activity (that is, introducing 
Paul’s Wheel for the initial activity then  
reusing it for the group activity), 
students were allowed to practise their 
critical analysis skills using Paul’s Wheel 
of Reasoning throughout the lesson.

If the lesson permits, I am also learning 
to incorporate interesting online 
applications where it is appropriate 
as it both appeals to students and 
consolidates students’ learning more 
succinctly. For this particular lesson, 
I used menti.com to check students’ 

understandings of their main lesson 
takeaways and to give them a chance 
to ask questions. The advantage of 
using menti.com for this exercise was 
that students’ responses were flashed  
on the screen immediately for the 
whole class to see and I was able 
to immediately respond to several 
questions on the spot.

CONCLUSION

The temptation I have as a pre-service 
teacher when students seem to be 
disruptive or I lose control of the 
class is to blame the class. However, 

Bite-sized simple instructions

Group work presented on mahjong paper (Note: Each group presented their findings in a gallery walk and 
these works were uploaded for the whole class to access on a shared folder on Google Drive) 

 
Instructions refined, 

Activities progressively planned

7 Min

10 Min
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the Focused Conversations and the 
constant discussions with my NIE 
supervisors and school mentor helped 
me to constantly reflect on how I can 
change or modify the lesson, so that I 
can help students be more engaged in 
lessons and thus minimise disruptive 
behaviours. The reflection should 
never stop and after each lesson, I 
mentally pick out the two or three most 
inattentive students in the class to see 
how I could have engaged them better 
to meet their learning needs. 

Additionally, during the practicum 
journey, as I got to know my students 
better, I realised the challenge they face 
as junior college students is to juggle 
many subjects and responsibilities. 
I learnt to appreciate the difficulties 
they face in trying to absorb chunks 
of knowledge and skills every day; it is 
tough for them to give 100 per cent of 
their concentration in each lesson.

This actually makes the process of 
teaching more challenging as teachers 
have to constantly find creative ways to 

secure students’ buy-in for each lesson. 
As teachers, while we implement 
interesting pedagogical theories in 
lessons, we cannot run away from the 
fact that education is evolving into a 
performance art, where teachers have 
to perform in the classroom like actors 
to entertain and engage their most 
apathetic students. Magicians Penn 
and Teller, who were teachers in their 
previous professions, said each lesson 
has to have an element to astonish 
students. Teller says: “If you don’t have 
both astonishment and content, you 
have either a technical exercise or you 
have a lecture … what I have, however, 
is delight. I get excited about things. 
That is at the root of what you want 
out of a teacher; a delight in what the 
subject is, in the operation. That’s what 
affects students.” (Lahey, 2016)

Exit permit using menti.com as a tool
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Firstly, I thank God for this golden opportunity to share my journey 
as a student teacher. It allows me to reflect, process and pen down 
all I have learnt and experienced in the past year or so. Furthermore, 
I am honoured to be able to share some of the precious insights 
and valuable experiences I have gained throughout my journey and  
I hope they may inspire and encourage those who read this.

SHAPING THE NEXT GENERATION
BERVYN YEO SI JIN, PGDE SECONDARY DECEMBER 2016

WHY TEACH?

I grew up in a family with quite a 
number of teachers as relatives who 
would often share many stories about 
their careers. Most of the time I found 
that they were quite stressed and 
tired as they shared about their work. 
Therefore I told myself I would never 
want to be a teacher.

One of my secondary school teachers 
challenged this resolve of mine. He was 
different from most teachers. While a 
good handful of my teachers seemed 
interested only in completing the 
syllabus and our academic progress, 
Mr. Ng (pseudonym) was surprisingly 
more interested in, well, us. While 
most of our teachers would brush off 
our “non-lesson related” comments 
as disruptions to lessons, Mr. Ng 
would entertain these comments, 
and somehow, he would link it to 
what he was teaching. He showed us  
that Mathematics is related to our 
everyday lives. 

For example, when a couple of us were 
talking about movies, he used it as an 
opportunity to teach Direct Proportion. 
And truth be told, we found it enjoyable 
because it was something we enjoyed 
and were interested in. He helped us 
to see the meaning behind what we 
learnt and how the knowledge could 
help us to appreciate the movies better. 
Furthermore, he always empowered us 
to strive for excellence and do our best. 
He was more concerned with our efforts 
than our results and our character than 
our abilities. 

After completing my bachelor degree 
from Nanyang Technological University 
(NTU), as I reflected on my experience 
as a student meeting with teachers 
like Mr. Ng, I decided to apply to be 
a teacher. Teachers like Mr. Ng have 
shown me that learning does not have 
to be boring and one-dimensional. He 
has proven to me that learning can be 
relevant, practical and joyful. I want to 
bring this same spark to my students 
- to bring them the joy of learning. 
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Furthermore, I see teaching as a noble 
job. A teacher is more than just a 
teacher. He or she is also a parent, a 
counsellor, a facilitator, a motivator 
and much more. I want to play these 
different roles in my students’ lives,  
and groom them to bring out their 
fullest potential.

CONTRACT TEACHING 

I did my contract teaching in 
Queenstown Secondary School for six 
months. I was fortunate to be given 
classes across a huge spectrum - 
from Normal Technical all the way 
to Express, and from Secondary 1 
to Secondary 3 classes. It was an  
eye-opening experience to be exposed 
to different student profiles. As I 
observed the teaching practices of the 
teachers, and sometimes co-taught 
with them, I constantly asked myself if 
this is the job I would like. There were 
ups and downs during my contract 
teaching period. As an untrained 
teacher, sometimes I felt inadequate, 
especially when it came to managing 
more challenging classes.

I recall there was once when my mentor 
was not in school, and I had to take his 
Normal Technical class for one period. 

The class was in complete chaos and I 
could not keep them quiet for even a 
few minutes. I was quite discouraged 
after that lesson. I thank God for my 
mentor and some other colleagues 
who encouraged me, and told me that 
as I went through the courses in the 
National Institute of Education (NIE) 
and gained more experience through 
practicum, I would be more competent 
and able to deal with these situations. 
In summary, contract teaching lit a 
fire under me. I wanted to grow and 
learn to be like my mentor and other 
seasoned teachers who could not only 
manage, but build rapport and engage 
all types of learners. With this flame 
burning quietly and softly in me, I went 
on to my training at NIE.

BIRTH OF MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

When we officially enrolled into NIE, we 
were introduced to the term “Teaching 
Philosophy”, and we were encouraged 
to think about what kind of teacher we 
wanted to be. For me, what guided me 
in crafting my teaching philosophy were 
two things: my encounters with teachers 
as a student, and the core values I held 
deeply to as an individual. Like Mr. Ng, 
I wanted to be a teacher who teaches 
more than just the subject. I wanted to 

 A teacher is more than just a teacher. He or she is also a 
parent, a counsellor, a facilitator, a motivator and much more. 
I want to play these different roles in my students’ lives, and 

groom them to bring out their fullest potential.”
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shape the next generation. I wanted to 
impart to them the core values I hold 
deeply to myself. With these in mind, I 
constructed my teaching philosophy:

NIE DAYS

I am honoured to be part of the pioneer 
batch of the new 16-month PGDE 
programme. Initially, we were uncertain 
of what to expect, however as we eased 
into our schedule, we found the value 
in the way this new programme was 
designed. The extended programme 
gave us more time to prepare ourselves 
as teachers and reflect on what we  
learnt in our courses.

Teaching Assistantship

The Teaching Assistantship (TA) 
programme gave us an opportunity to 
focus on specific areas of our pedagogy 
and to try out various pedagogical 

“I do not just want to 
teach subjects, I want 

to teach students.”

strategies in the school that we were 
attached to. Every Monday of the 
month, we would gather back in NIE 
to share our reflections with one 
another and brainstorm how we could 
manage different classroom situations. 
I found TA enriching and beneficial, 
as it allowed me to keep in touch with 
life as a teacher and provided more 
opportunities (on top of contract 
teaching) to learn from seasoned 
teachers.

Curriculum Studies 1 (CS1): Mathematics

My first CS was Mathematics. In 
our CS lessons, we were taught 
various pedagogical strategies 
in unpacking the content for our 
students. Most strategies involved 
transforming abstract concepts into 
concrete concepts, so students could 
understand the content better. For 
example, Algebra is a fundamental 
but challenging concept for lower 
secondary students. Instead of using 
traditional whiteboard, we use Algediscs 
and Algetiles to explain to students  
the Arithmetic of Algebra.

The Algediscs The Algetiles
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Furthermore, we were also trained 
in setting Real World Context Math 
problems, which is the general trend 
for examinations today. One of the 
problems I set involved Singapore’s 
population, as shown below:

The aim of this problem is to help 
students see that Statistics is closely 
related to real life. Instead of just getting 
students to compute values like they 
always do, real life context problems 
go a step further to challenge students 
to make sense of the computed 
values. Real life context problems give  
meaning to otherwise seemingly  
lifeless numbers and help students see 
how Mathematics can be applied in 
daily living.

Curriculum Studies 2 (CS2): Physics

In my CS2 Physics lessons, we were 
introduced to the idea of inquiry. 
Instead of spoon-feeding students 
with content, we guided them toward 
discovering a certain concept on their 
own, usually through questioning 
techniques and experiments. It involves 
experimentation and data analysis on 
the students’ part, while the teacher 
provides sufficient scaffolding to give 
students the “extra push” they need. 
Our Professor demonstrated an 
inquiry lesson to us, with us acting as 
the students. For his lesson, we were 
required to come up with a parachute 
design to drop an egg from a height of 
four storeys, without breaking the egg.

Before we executed the experiment,  
we came up with a blueprint of our 
design and critiqued one another’s 
designs using Post-its, carried out in a 
gallery walk session. By critiquing one 
another’s designs, we were able to  
learn from one another, and give 
constructive feedback to each other. 
We were also required to explain the 
rationale behind our designs, which 
trained us to articulate our ideas 
confidently and effectively. At the end of 
our experiment, we also brainstormed 
on areas of improvement. This after-
action review trained us to be self-

 Real life context problems give meaning to otherwise 
seemingly lifeless numbers and help students see how 

Mathematics can be applied in daily living.”

 

Singapore Population Pie Chart
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reflective student teachers, which 
proved to be a useful skill in the future. 

Other Courses in NIE

Besides the Curriculum Studies that 
prepared us for the content knowledge 
and pedagogies needed for teaching 
practices, the Educational Studies such 
as Pedagogical Practices, Singapore 
Kaleidoscope (SgK), Parent Engagement 
and Communication, and Technologies 
for Meaningful Learning allowed us 
to understand and appreciate the 
connection between what we learnt in 
NIE and the actual teaching practices.
 
For example, SgK really helped us to 
appreciate Singapore as a nation and 
learn more about Singapore’s history 
and legacy by exploring the nature 
and heritage trails in Singapore. At the 
end of the course, we also presented 
an artefact in class to consolidate 
our experiences. As I watched my 

Our parachute design

coursemates present their artefacts 
about Singapore, I felt proud to be a 
Singaporean. Moreover, it emphasised 
my role as a teacher that goes beyond 
curriculum subjects. As a teacher, I 
hold the responsibility to inculcate my 
students with national pride, for them to 
be proud of Singapore and to be loyal, 
committed Singaporeans.
 
The Meranti programme also provided 
a platform for my Group Endeavours 
in Service Learning (GESL) mates to talk 
about certain social, racial and religious 
stereotypes and how they were often 
untrue or over exaggerated. Through 
the programme, I learnt that we 
should not generalise people based on 
stereotypes, especially when it comes 
to students. Sometimes, as a teacher, 
we tend to have pre-conceptions of 
certain students and that affects our 
judgements. As I reflected, I realised 
that as a teacher, I am also a mediator 
and a leader. In a multi-racial and multi-
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Playing Laser-Tag with the boys

religious classroom, I am responsible  
for building a safe and harmonious 
learning environment for my students. I 
am responsible for teaching my students 
to respect one another, no matter how 
diverse their backgrounds are. 

In the GESL project, our group decided  
to embark on a project with AOL Buddies, 
to connect and bless a group of teenage 
boys from a boys’ home. Our planning 
committee planned a day of fun-filled 
and meaningful activities for the boys. 
At the beginning, it was not easy to get 
the boys to open up, as many of them 
carried huge emotional baggage. But 
as we took the initiative to share our 
personal issues with them (something 
Meranti had prepared us for – which is 
to be empathetic, they were surprised 
to hear that some of the struggles we 
had, especially with our families, were 
not that different from theirs. One by 
one, they also began to share their 
stories with us. Some of their stories 
were honestly heart-wrenching and 

helped us to see from their perspective 
as students (or ex-students). 

I realised sometimes from a 
teacher’s perspective, it is difficult 
for us to completely understand the 
circumstances that our students face. 
For example, if a student has been 
handing in work late, we would very 
often attribute it to the student’s laziness 
or incapability. Yet there are cases 
where the student could be genuinely 
struggling to make ends meet or with 
family issues. This sharing session 
opened up my eyes to see the bigger 
picture and broke many of my fixed 
mindsets regarding students. I realised 
that a teacher is also a counsellor. A 
teacher needs to journey with his or 
her students and minister to their souls. 
When a student is hurting, a teacher is 
there to listen. When a student needs 
advice, a teacher is there to guide. 
When a student is doubtful and fearful, 
a teacher is there to encourage and 
empower him or her.
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Using Digital Portfolio to document our GESL Experience and artefacts

I have also learnt how teachers 
should engage parents effectively and 
professionally through the Parent 
Engagement and Communication 
course. We were given many case study 
scenarios (based on real incidents) 
and brainstormed in groups on how 
we would handle these issues. Some 
projects required us to role play as the 
parent, teacher or student, which made 
the situations more realistic. Parents are 
one of the most important stakeholders 
for the school. It is important for us to 
work together for the common good 
and development of the child. I learnt 
that in our conversations with parents, 
it is important to always keep the 
child at the center. Every joint decision 
has to be made with the child’s best  
interests at heart. 

It is also crucial to constantly reassure 
the parents that the decisions made by 
the teachers or the school are always 
student-centric. Like any conversation, 
listening plays a vital role. The teacher 
should seek first to understand,  
before jumping to any conclusions 
and making any rash decisions based 
on what he or she has observed  
regarding the child in school, because 
the parents have lots of knowledge  
that is valuable to the teacher and 
school. Parents are able to offer another 
perspective of the child and situation 
often unknown to the teacher. By 
sharing this information, both teacher 
and parents are able to cooperate and 
come up with a more informed action 
plan that will really benefit and aid  
the child.
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PRACTICUM

With the skills and knowledge  
equipped from NIE, I started my 
ten-week practicum at Jurong West 
Secondary School. This journey was 
challenging, intense, yet fruitful. By 
God’s grace, I managed to pull through.
 
Adjustment and Observation

The first two weeks were mostly 
adjustment, getting up to speed 
and observing how my Cooperating 
Teachers (CTs) conducted their 
lessons, as well as learning the school’s  
standard of practices. As always, it was 
an eye-opening experience to observe 
seasoned teachers teach. Their lessons 
were like a river, from the start to the 
end, everything was so connected and 
purposeful. As I sat at the back of the 
class and observed, I could feel myself 
being drawn in by my CT’s passion for 
the subject. 

Learning and Experimentation

I spent the next few weeks trying out 
a variety of pedagogical techniques  
on different classes, to experiment 
and see which methods were effective 
or more suitable for which classes. I 
also used this time to collect data to  
improve on my teaching practice.

One of the most memorable lessons 
was when I conducted a Physics 
practical lesson for students on the 
topic of Heating Curve, with the aim to 
facilitate students to connect theory 
and reality. As this class was a high-
ability class, most of the questions in 

the worksheet were inquiry-based, and 
a little scaffolding was given. Students 
were given a lot of autonomy in deciding 
the conduct of the experiment, as long 
as they kept within safety boundaries 
and met the lesson objectives.

However, not everything went  
according to plan. Some students 
finished their experiment much faster 
than I expected. They began to be bored 
and started to distract other students 
who were still doing their experiment. 
As I reflected on this lesson, I decided 
to prepare differentiated learning 
material and resources for these higher-
ability students for subsequent lessons. 
For example, I would include starred 
questions (indicating HOT, or Higher 
Order Thinking questions) to challenge 
these students and keep them engaged. 
I learnt that as a teacher, my role is 
to keep every student engaged, and 
constantly challenge each student to hit 
the next level of the zone of proximal 
development (ZPD), always stretching 

Inquiry-based Physics practical lesson for students
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them to reach the next level, no matter 
where they are currently at.

The data I have collected includes 
Test Reflections from students. I got 
students to pen down a few things: how 
they felt before the test, how they felt 
during the test, how they felt after the 
test, and the most challenging tested 
topic. Using the first three questions, I 
wanted my students to be reflective, to 
learn from every experience and not let 
it go to waste. Through the first three 
questions, I was able to identify some of 
their study habits and exam techniques. 
Knowing this, I was able to train them  
to be exam-smart by giving them 
practical examination and revision tips. 
Through this simple reflection, students 

take ownership of their own learning. 
Self-reflection is a life skill I want all my 
students to develop. Furthermore, by 
knowing the most challenging tested 
topic, I was then able to focus on these 
chapters for my revision and identify 
misconceptions in these chapters.

Reflection-In-Action

As the Common Test period drew 
nearer, it was a constant challenge to 
balance three things: quality teaching, 
syllabus coverage and clearing my  
lesson observations. It was difficult to 
find time to reflect on my observations 
and lessons. Therefore, it was necessary 
for me to learn to reflect in action, to 
think on my feet during lesson time itself.

The Test Reflections sheet



126

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

For example, there was once my lesson 
was not going as planned, as I was  
too ambitious in setting my lesson 
objectives and I found the students 
were unable to keep up with my lesson. 
I had to change my strategy on the spot 
and slow down the pace of my lesson. 
In another lesson, I realised that my 
questions were too broad which led the 
class to confusion as they did not know 
where to start from. I then decided to 
change my questioning techniques and 
rephrased my questions. I broke them 
down into smaller, bite-sized questions, 
and included more scaffolding. Only  
then, did my students begin to 
understand the concepts being taught.

For example, I broke down my question 
from “What can you infer from  
this example?” to the following three 
smaller questions:

1. What do you see in this example?
2. What have you learnt so far?
3. Can you link anything you learnt to 

what you see in this example?

One simple and often overlooked 
strategy I learnt from my mentor was 

to walk around more often and observe 
students to check for understanding. 
As I walked around, I would also mark 
students’ work and provide immediate 
feedback to them. This is an effective 
practice, as it allows me to identify 
misconceptions at an earlier stage and 
address them on the spot. Furthermore, 
I am also able to surface the common 
misconceptions and address them at 
a class level. It helps me to adjust my 
pedagogy for the rest of the lesson 
accordingly.

I learnt that Reflection-In-Action is a  
vital skill for teachers, because not 
everything goes according to plan. 
Therefore, we need to develop an 
arsenal of strategies we can tap on 
anytime during the lesson itself, so 
that we can adjust our pedagogy 
to fit students’ profile, ability and  
learning needs.

Solidifying My Teaching Philosophy

During practicum, we had three  
Focused Conversations (FCs) with 
our School Coordinating Mentor 
(SCM). These conversations acted as 

 I learnt that Reflection-In-Action is a vital skill 
for teachers, because not everything goes according 
to plan. Therefore, we need to develop an arsenal of 
strategies we can tap on anytime during the lesson 

itself, so that we can adjust our pedagogy to fit 
students’ profile, ability and learning needs.”
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checkpoints for our practicum journey. 
They helped us to pause, reflect and 
consolidate our learning as student 
teachers. 

During FCs, I was asked if my teaching 
philosophy had changed throughout 

my journey as a student teacher.  
As I consolidated my learning 
and reflected on my experiences,  
I realised that my teaching philosophy 
remained the same, but there was 
greater clarity and solidity in my 
philosophy.

Snippets of FC2 and FC3 from my Digital Portfolio
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 My teaching philosophy

I don’t just want  
to teach subjects, 

I want to teach 
students.

The objective behind my teaching 
philosophy is to develop students 
holistically and shape them to be 
leaders of tomorrow. I knew that this 
was what I wanted to do, but I was not 
sure how to. Throughout my journey as 
a student teacher, this philosophy has 
gained clarity: I am able to picture it in 
reality and plan for both my students 
and my growth.

When I say “I want to teach students”, 
I mean the “student” is whom I am 
interested in, not just his or her 
academic ability. I have begun to see 
that everything a student experiences in 
school should craft and groom himself 
or herself to be a future leader. This 
includes their academic experiences 
such as lessons, tests, homework, CCA 
experiences such as camps, training, 
competitions, and even their everyday 
school life. Therefore, I see my role as a 
teacher as such: to develop, provide and 
use the various platforms in school to 
develop students. Everything in school 
are tools for teachers to capitalise on  
to develop students holistically.

Personally, I see Character and 
Citizenship Education (CCE) as a great 

opportunity to shape the character 
of students. The non-academic and 
ungraded modules in CCE cover 
important topics like sexual education, 
core values and career guidance. All 
these are important to the growth of 
students to be mature adults. Hence,  
I make an effort to use these CCE 
lessons to instill certain core values in 
my students. For example, I once taught 
a CCE lesson on the value of Resilience. 
I showed them a video of marathon 
runners who endured the 42 kilometres 
and crossed the finishing line. In 
addition, I got them to brainstorm on 
areas in their life where they hope to 
grow to be more resilient in. 

Furthermore, I also capitalised on 
values-in-action (VIA) sessions to 
grow my students in the specific area  
of 'caring for the community’. For 
example, as a National Cadet Corps 
(NCC) teacher-in-charge, I brought  
my students out to make simple 
bookmarks and keychains for the 
elderly. I strongly believe that it is in 
such moments where students take 
active steps towards being caring adults. 
In our competitive society, it is easy to 
follow the crowd and be consumed by 
achievement, results and performance. 
Performance and results are definitely 
important for our students. After all, the 
main role of a student is to study. But let 
us not make the mistake of defining or 
developing them based on performance 
alone, lest we end up with graduates 
who learn and gain nothing from school 
except a certificate and exam skills.

In my day-to-day lessons, I make 
conscious efforts to impart these 
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convictions to my students. For 
example, when one of my students 
was disappointed in his results despite 
putting in a tremendous amount of 
effort, I chose to praise him for his  
efforts rather than his results. Moreover, 
I seek to explain the values and rationale 
of certain rules to my students, instead 
of just getting them to conform to 
outward behaviour. For example, when 
a student disrupts my lesson, instead 
of simply reprimanding him for his 
outward behaviour, I remind him of the 
core value of Respect.
 
I strongly believe that the emphasis 
on academic performance should still 
remain an integral part of school, but 
as a teacher, I feel that my role goes 
beyond that.

CONCLUSION

After my practicum, I always asked 
myself: When a Secondary 1 student 
enters his class on the first day of 
school, what would he want to achieve 
when he leaves the school four to five 
years later? What am I going to do as a 

teacher to groom this student to reach 
his or her goal?

Teaching is a challenging but noble 
career. A policeman fights crime and 
maintains peace and order. A doctor 
saves lives and cures his patients. 
An architect designs buildings and 
structures. A scientist researches on the 
world around us. But a teacher shapes 
the next generation of students to  
be policemen, doctors, architects, 
scientists and so much more. 

To all my fellow teachers reading this, 
our role is an important one. Perhaps 
the administrative load, the stress and 
the emotional strain of being a teacher 
have taken away your joy. Think back, 
return to your original motivation; 
the spark which lit the fire under you.  
Being a teacher is demanding and 
challenging, but when we see the fruits 
of our labour: the next generation 
rising up to be mature, loyal and loving 
citizens, it is worth it. 

Yes, it is worth it.
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LEARNING JOURNEY 
CHNG HUIRU DENISE, BACHELOR OF ARTS (EDUCATION) PRIMARY JULY 2014

BACKGROUND OF MYSELF

As an avid reader, I have always 
loved the English language. The 
way authors manipulate words to 
create an alternate imaginary world 
always fascinates and intrigues me. 
That is probably what spurred me 
to become an English teacher in the 
Primary track. My second and third 
teaching subjects are Mathematics 
and Science respectively.

After four enriching and fulfilling years 
in NIE, I graduated from the Bachelor 
of Arts (Education) programme in 
2018. During these four years, I grew 
to become more aware of the ups and 
downs of an educator’s journey, existing 

national challenges and perspectives 
of educational stakeholders. As a  
young and naïve student fresh out 
of junior college, I was so ready to 
take whatever little knowledge and 
experience I had to change young hearts 
and minds. It was only in university  
that I realised how little I actually knew 
and understood about the realities of 
the classroom.
 
Thankfully, the National Institute of 
Education (NIE) provided me with 
many opportunities to broaden 
my perspectives and deepen my 
understanding through modules, 
co-curricular activities and insightful 
professors. I was involved in a number 
of activities throughout my university 
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education, such as the Trainee 
Teachers’ Club, Club Jeux and Orientation 
Programme Management Committee.
 
I completed my practicum in a primary 
school under the care and supervision 
of inspiring, experienced and nurturing 
mentors. Their guidance, support and 
encouragement enabled me to grow 
and learn much during my short stint.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

Late bloomer – this phrase has always 
intrigued me since I was in secondary 
school. Whenever someone did not 
score well in primary school but did 
well in his later years of his schooling, 
the teachers around me would call that 
student a “late bloomer”. In my head, I 
would imagine a little flower sprouting 
from the ground. 

This experience has certainly shaped 
my teaching philosophy as a teacher. 
Young students are but little seeds 
that need the right conditions in order 
to germinate. Food, air, sunlight and 
water are the conditions for seed 
growth. Of course, these elements for 
growth cannot be provided in random 
qualities and quantities. Different plants 
have different conditions for growth. 
Thus, this necessitates that the farmer 

understands the type of plant he or 
she is dealing with and is aware of the 
differing conditions each plant requires. 

Other than being accountable for the 
conditions of growth, farmers are also 
responsible for the quality of their yield. 
They need to ensure that their crops are 
fresh and tasty before they sell them to 
the public. Crops that are found to be 
rotten on the inside will not be bought 
by consumers. 

Similarly, teachers are like farmers 
in both aspects. We need to know 
the student profile so that we can 
differentiate teaching instruction, use 
appropriate strategies and create 
suitable resources. This will provide 
the conditions for learning and growth 
for each student. We also need to care 
about the inner nature of our students. 
Character building has become so 
important, especially in recent times, 
where intelligence has become a 
commodity, but values and morals are 
scarce resources. Given the choice of 
an ugly but tasty fruit and a beautiful 
but rotten fruit, any consumer would 
pick the former. Thus, just as farmers 
prepare their seeds for consumers, 
teachers prepare their students for 
society. It is then our responsibility to 
ensure that every one of them has the 

 We need to know the student profile so that we 
can differentiate teaching instruction, use appropriate 
strategies and create suitable resources. This will provide 
the conditions for learning and growth for each student.”
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qualities needed to be valuable and 
useful citizens of society.

GRAPPLING WITH CHALLENGES

My practicum at a primary school was 
not an easy journey. I faced different 
struggles throughout my short stint. 
For my higher ability Mathematics and 
Science classes, I found that I struggled 
to stretch the abilities of my students. 
Behaviour-wise, both classes were quite 
manageable. As a way to help myself,  
I consulted fellow teachers and looked 
through assessment books. I also tried 
to change my perspective of the way I 
viewed things. Instead of accepting the 
phenomena around me as they are, I 
practiced asking ‘why’ and looking at 
the basic concepts that enabled such 
mechanisms to work.
 
Another struggle that I faced in high 
ability classes was helping the weaker 
students. As the majority of the class 
was very quick to pick up concepts, 
it caused the weaker students to lag 
behind quite severely. As soon as they 
lagged behind, it would then be even 
more difficult for them to catch up in 
such a fast-paced environment. Upon 
much reflection, I decided to extend 
the learning time for these students 
without sacrificing the main curriculum 
time of the whole class. After sieving 
out the names of students who needed  
the extra help, I organised short re-
teaching sessions with one or two 
students each time, during five minutes 
of their recess or lunch periods.

For those that stayed back for Proteach, 
I went to their classes and revised the 

lesson with them after school. Although 
it may seem like a small effort, I saw 
that they showed some improvement 
in understanding the lessons. They 
just needed more time to digest the 
information and notice their common 
errors. As there was often not enough 
time for face-to-face verbal dialogues 
with each student, I decided to write 
short comments in their worksheets.
 
However, it was a totally different 
scenario for my English class. The 
majority of the students in this class 
needed more attention and required 
teacher supervision to reinforce their 
understanding and re-teach certain 
concepts most of the time. While I 
was struggling to innovate teaching 
pedagogies that could help my students 
to understand the content, there were 
students who always showed disruptive 
behaviour during lessons. Although  
the disruptive students got better in 
terms of self-management, the other 
group of students still struggled to 
understand the content.

What I did was to try to teach English 
in a very structured way. In a class-
group-individual format, I would first 
conduct explicit teaching, followed by 
application. This was because I realised 
that many of my pupils did not possess 
the necessary metalanguage - they 
could say verbs and nouns but they 
did not really know how to explain the 
functions of these word classes. As a 
result, it was really difficult to get them 
to discuss the language and the roles 
of different words. When I got them 
to discuss a sentence, they would just 
throw out random English terms like 
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nouns, verbs and adjectives without 
understanding what they meant. 

As such, I decided that a better way 
to expose them to the metalanguage 
would be through explicit teaching and 
teacher modelling. For example, instead 
of asking pupils what they noticed in 
similes, I would just teach them that  
a simile is a verb + like + noun phrase, 
and model some examples. I would 
then give them some time to contribute 
some examples as a class, before trying 
it out on their own. It was very much  
like a "I do, We do, You do" strategy.

Another struggle I faced with my 
English class was time management. 
As they were a weak class, they 
needed more time to internalise the 
various prescriptive rules of English. 
However, as the syllabus needed to 
be completed, I always struggled to 
find time to give them the feedback 
they required. At the start, when I had 
more time to spare, I used quite a few 
periods to give pupils feedback for 
their compositions and time to reflect 
on their ideas and story plots. For their 
second composition, however, I could 
not use as many periods for reflection 
and feedback. Personally, I felt that 
the first composition was better than 
the second. Many of their ideas were 
quite novel because they had the time 
to think about the story and how to 
develop their ideas. Perhaps one way to 
find time would be to conduct a flipped 
classroom teaching where pupils view 
the content at home so that class 
time is used specifically for facilitating 
understanding. That is something I  
will try in my future classes.

PROCESS OF TEACHER INQUIRY 

During these struggles, I engaged in 
many sessions of personal reflection 
and mini research projects to 
experiment with different strategies and 
resources. This enabled me to critically 
review my approaches and lesson plans 
and make necessary changes to them. 
I segmented my action research into 
three main parts, which are modelled 
after the Reflective Teaching Model: 
Think, Test and Tweak.
 
During my lessons, I often made it a 
point to note down what went wrong, 
what seemed out of the blue or what 
was different about the lesson. It could 
be in terms of behaviour, responses or 
homework quality. After noting down 
and collecting this data, I often sat 
down to think about the root cause 
of the issue. This was something that 
my father taught me from a young 
age. When faced with a problem, ask 
yourself ‘why?’ until you cannot ask 
yourself ‘why?’ anymore, and that will 
give you the root of the problem. If the 
root of the problem is something that I 
can change, then I can proceed to find 
a solution, but if it is out of my control, 
then I need to look for external help.
 
For example, when I noticed that 
my higher ability students seemed 
disengaged with my lesson, I narrowed 
down the root cause to two aspects: 
the lack of challenging application 
questions and extensive real life 
examples. Another example would be 
my English class. Initially, I noticed that 
my students could not convey their 
answers, opinions and thoughts during 
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class discussions. After much thought 
and observation, I realised that the 
root cause of the problem was their 
lack of metalingual awareness, which 
prevented them from participating.
 
Personally, I feel that these mini forms 
of action research and data collection 
are extremely important for teachers. 
Although it may seem tedious and 
unnecessary, it informs us about the 
success of our teaching strategies, 
approaches and instruction. After 
analysing the data, I then tried to find 
and think of solutions to the problem 
by searching the internet, reading 
books and seeking advice from peers 
and mentors. Asking myself ‘why?’ and 
narrowing the problem down to the 
root cause really helped me to look for 
specific, targeted strategies instead of 
searching aimlessly.
 
After deciding on the strategies, I would 
carve out a time from my lesson plan 
to test them out. Without telling the 
students, I would try to weave in these 
strategies and do another round of 
data collection to ascertain whether 
the new strategy worked. For example, 
after thinking of using explicit teaching 
to expose pupils to the metalanguage, 
I needed to test out how I would carry 
out the explicit teaching. The first time 
I did it, the pupils were very bored 
because I simply told the pupils which 
element was a noun. They had little or 
no participation during the lesson. That 
is when tweaking becomes important. 
As I tested out different strategies, I 
was also tweaking them at the same 
time, changing the aspects of the 

strategies to suit the profile of my class. 
After observing that my class was very 
bored during my first explicit teaching, 
I consulted one of my mentors about 
the whole issue. She suggested the  
“I do, We do, You do” strategy. Thus, I 
tweaked my lesson plans and teaching 
approach, and tested it out in the 
following lesson. 

This was a continuous cycle of inquiry 
that I used throughout my practicum. I 
first thought about the data collected 
and pinpointed the root cause of the 
problem. I then thought about the 
available strategies to counter these 
problems. Then, I tested them out and 
tweaked the strategies according to 
further data collection and analysis.

GRADUAND TEACHER COMPETENCIES

Inquiry certainly helped in the 
development of Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTCs). Firstly, it helped 
me to ‘Provide Quality Learning for 
the Child’. In my opinion, ‘quality 
learning’ refers to the many facets 
of learning: appropriacy of teaching 
resources and strategies, conducive 
environment, content knowledge of 
teacher, and differentiated instruction, 
for instance. In this case, I find that 
inquiry helped me to provide quality 
of learning in terms of appropriacy 
of teaching resources and strategies, 
and differentiated instruction. As the 
data informed me about which pupils 
required more help, I was able to 
effectively differentiate instruction for 
these pupils. I was also able to give 
them the more individualised help  
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they needed. There is no point in 
carrying out differentiated instruction 
if you do not know who you are 
differentiating for, so data collected 
from inquiry certainly helped me in 
this aspect. It informed my teaching 
strategies, whether I should stick to, 
change or refine the strategies, and 
measured the suitability of the teaching 
strategy to the particular class profile. 
If the data collected shows that pupils 
still do not understand the concept, 
it undoubtedly tells me that there is 
something wrong with what I am doing 
and that I need to change it.

Secondly, inquiry helped me to develop 
the GTC of 'Cultivating Knowledge 
with Reflective Thinking’. The process 
of inquiry requires a lot of reflection 
so that one can identify the areas for 
improvement and the solutions to 
various problems. During the whole 
inquiry process, I felt that I engaged 
in more reflection as I thought about 
the problems I faced and how I could 

overcome these obstacles. Reflective 
thinking is an important habit to 
cultivate as a teacher so that we are 
always finding ways to improve and 
refine our practice. This would help to 
better our skills as an educator. 

MOVING FORWARD

As a student teacher, I hope to continue 
this process of inquiry and action 
research. Although my workload may 
be increased when I enter the teaching 
profession, I hope to continue on my 
journey of improvement and become  
a better teacher for my pupils.
 
In my time as a student teacher, I have 
encountered many quotes which have 
inspired me to spur on. One of the 
quotes which touched me the most 
is, “you cannot teach a student unless 
you reach a student”. I hope that in 
future, I will never forget that at the  
heart of teaching is the student. 

 Reflective thinking is an important habit to cultivate 
as a teacher so that we are always finding ways to 
improve and refine our practice. This would help to 

better our skills as an educator.”
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PRACTICE DOESN’T MAKE PERFECT,  
ACTIVE REFLECTION ON PRACTICE DOES 

CHUA ZHENG YI JANE, BACHELOR OF ARTS (EDUCATION) PRIMARY JULY 2014

Graduating from NIE

I am Jane and I am a student from 
the Bachelor of Arts (Education) 
programme majoring in Art. Aside 
from Art, I also teach English and 
Mathematics as my second and third 
Curriculum Studies (CS) respectively. 
In my free time, I enjoy watercolour 
painting, lettering and cooking.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

“I don’t care about how well you do at 
exams, I only care about your attitude 
and your character” – these were the 

words of my teacher at a meaningful 
teachable moment, and a lesson I can 
still remember till today. Throughout 
my years as a student, I have been 
inspired by many educators who 
went beyond what they ought to do 
as a teacher. I have also seen how 
encouraging words brought confidence 
to my less outspoken self, and how  
the time they spent outside the 
classroom really showed how much 
they cared for us as students. I have 
seen the impact a teacher can make 
to the life of a student. I would say 
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that these interactions with inspiring 
teachers and colleagues (through my 
short teaching stint prior to coming to 
NIE) were not any form of coincidence, 
and I believed they were orchestrated 
to help me realise this calling towards 
education. 

As an aspiring teacher, I believe that 
every child can be motivated to learn 
and it begins with the teacher being 
a learner first. By this I mean that 
there are many different personalities, 
characters and learning profiles of 
students. We need to learn about 
our students as well as the different 
teaching approaches in order for our 

students to learn. As teachers, I believe 
we can go all out for learning. Given 
the privilege to be under an extremely 
inspiring teacher-leader from the 
United States, I caught a glimpse of 
many motivational learning strategies 
and how she intervenes and stretches 
understanding through differentiated 
learning. For example, to help students 
learn, she dramatises, sings, jokes and 
uses creative teaching strategies like 
games, reward systems, and choice-
based learning activities. She also uses 
colourful displays in the classroom to 
energise students through the physical 
learning environment. I am inspired to 
be like the educator she is.

 As an aspiring teacher, I believe that every 
child can be motivated to learn and it begins with 

the teacher being a learner first.”
 

My teaching philosophy
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A glimpse of the classroom I was in for five weeks.

Secondly, I believe that learning 
happens beyond academia. This 
is the main reason why I am first 
an Art teacher. Areas like aesthetic 
appreciation and character education 
are equally important to a child’s holistic 
education. Under good guidance,  
Art has helped me to learn about 
myself and think creatively, and I 
have seen how it has also helped my  
classmates to enhance their emotional 
and intellectual development. The 
opportunity to help students to develop 
independent thought has energised  
me towards the call as a teacher. 

Lastly, also, most importantly, each  
child is a unique and special individual 
with areas of strength, which needs 
to be harnessed and treasured. 

The reason for my strong belief in  
this is due to the impact I have seen 
from my teachers and the biblical 
understanding of the dignity of each 
human being.

THE INQUIRY PROCESS

Articulating my teaching philosophy  
is pivotal in my inquiry process. 
Especially during my teaching practicum 
at a primary school, I found myself 
using this philosophy to remind 
myself of my purpose as an educator. 
Not surprisingly, the articulation has 
also helped me to re-evaluate my 
fundamental convictions – I use it to see 
how I have to improve so that I can be 
more like the teacher I want myself to 
grow into. Specifically, I would use it to 
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think about points I want to work on so 
as to help myself to become the teacher 
I desire to be.
 
For example, a part of my philosophy 
is the belief that every child has his/her 
strengths and is a unique individual. 
However, there are times when I have 
deviated from my beliefs. Hence, I 
would constantly and responsibly 
remind myself that I need to be who I 
passionately desire to be. 

In the ten weeks of my teaching 
practicum, I faced small challenges 
and successes as I conducted my 
lessons, which were useful in helping 
me to improve as a teacher. Things 
in the classroom happened really 
quickly and we made many decisions 
on the spot, hence reflecting on the 
lessons throughout the ten weeks in 
a consistent manner was extremely 
beneficial in contributing towards my 
learning. There were a few issues I was 
faced with, namely, the way I reinforced 
my expectations, effectiveness and 
clarity of my initial few cooperative 
learning strategies, time management 
in my first teaching practice and the 
ability to carry out valuable feedback 
and assessment for my students.
 
LEARNING MOTTO FOR CLASSROOM 
MANAGEMENT

To manage classrooms, I implemented 
a learning motto for all my lower 
primary classes, and reinforced it by 
awarding tokens to students who 
carried it out in class. I emphasised 
to my students that this was so that I  
could appreciate the students who were 

really following the rules. Specifically, 
I would award students who displayed 
good behavioural traits and when  
they did their best to exhibit higher-
order thinking.

There were four classes where I 
implemented this system. Through  
the first few weeks of practicum, I 
found that it was most effective in my 
English class and least so in one of 
my Art classes. Hence, I did a simple 
comparison and realised that the main 
determining factor was how consistent 
I was in reinforcing and reminding 
the Primary 2 students about the 
tokens that I would give out. The fewer 
reminders given in one of my Art classes 
resulted in the lack of awareness by 
the students. We understand that the 
students need to know that the teacher 
is aware of what is going on in all parts 
of the classroom at all times (Withitness 
- Kounin, 1970), so that they may want 
to exhibit good behaviour in class.

Learning motto for primary classes



140

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

However, the students in my English 
class were distinctly more aware 
and excited by the reward system. I 
also noticed that in the class where 
I taught English, I often addressed 
misbehaviours in the context of 
the implemented learning motto.  
However, that was not the case for 
my Art classes – I merely mentioned 
the misbehaviour without asking 
which rule they had not followed. 
Hence, due to how consistent I was 
in explicitly bringing out the learning 
motto, my students from the English 
class understood my expectations  
a lot more than the students from my 
Art class. As such, I noted that one key 
area that I needed to improve on was 
being consistent in mentioning rules, 
so that students would be reminded 
about them. Hence, across the term, as 
I mentioned the rules to the students  
and reminded them after any 
misbehaviour, the students grew 
increasingly aware of my expectations.

COOPERATIVE GROUP WORK

Secondly, I also learnt to make 
group work more and more effective 
throughout my stint. I realised that 
some students in certain groups were 
not engaged when other students were 
writing. Hence I adapted my group 
work such that all members could be 
engaged at the same time. I tried to 
think of ways to ensure that all students 
had a particular task or specific question 
that they could work on at the same 
time. For example, in my English class,  
I gave each group of students a set  
of six questions, which had different 
colour-coded options, and a large A3 

sheet of paper. Each student was to 
work on one question and was tasked 
to stick the correct option on the 
large sheet of paper. The activity was  
so much more successful because 
students were able to look at the 
question paper while looking at their 
options concurrently. Students were 
then tasked to check if the answers 
were accurate after they had completed 
their allocated question. An instructed 
reminder to keep checking each other’s 
answers made all students engaged 
during the stipulated time given.

Cooperative learning activity to engage students
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Another important lesson, with regards 
to group tasks that I learnt from my 
English Cooperating Teacher (CT), was 
the need to set clearer goals and help 
students to keep track of time through 
a timer. I applied the strategy to all my 
cooperative learning activities to help 
students keep each other accountable 
towards achieving the goal in a specific 
time frame. The result was clear in that 
the students became more focused, 
and they spurred each other on in 
making sure that their classmates were 
on task. Hence, not only were they  
able to carry out the task cognitively, 
but their social skills, in their ability to 
work with each other, also improved 
through better teacher guidance.

There was also pair work during an 
English class where I told the students 
what a good sentence should look like; 
for example, the sentence needed to 
have adjectives that describe nouns, 
and adverbs that describe verbs. The 
result was that there was effort put 
into making good sentences. This 
was possible because students had 
clarity on how their sentences would 
be evaluated. These results of better 
group work activities helped me to see 
that we could put structures in place to 
help students to manage cooperative 
learning in a better way and be effective 
contributors. Hence to facilitate 
cooperative learning, I need to ensure 
that everyone has an equal cognitive 
role, that success criteria is clearly 
specified and that students are aware 
of the time allocated, to enable effective 
group tasks and efficient engagement 
of students in learning.

ADAPTING STRATEGIES TO OTHER 
SUBJECTS

After any positive outcome of a lesson, 
I would ask myself, how can I transfer 
this learning to other subjects? I applied 
the advice given by my English CT to 
one of my Art lessons after I shared  
my learning with my Art CT. I used the 
same concept of setting a goal and 
making the time allocated visible to 
the students. To set a clear goal for the 
students, a video on the process of the 
art-making activity was shown to the 
students, followed by a “We will aim  
to …” list. This made students extremely 
clear of the outcomes, making them 
very focused, motivated and even 
excited throughout the group activity.
 
I have seen the importance of 
constantly applying and adapting 
good practices of cooperative learning 
strategies across varying disciplines, 
rather than just thinking that it can only 
be applied within a particular subject 
area. This experimentation of adapting 
an effective strategy to another context 
proved to me that we need to constantly 
seek to transfer our understandings so 
that students would be able to benefit 
from this process.

“We will aim to” list to set clear goals for students
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Positive Primary 2 student’s outcome (within the specific time frame and with teacher demonstration)

One of my main observable 
improvements from my first and 
second teaching practice was my  
ability to make lesson time more 
effective, such that I was able to 
conduct a simple consolidation activity. 
One of the key ingredients for this 
improvement was jotting down areas 
for improvement and small successes, 
which I looked into prior to going for 
the next class. This helped me to stay 
focused on the next lesson. I found 
this especially useful for Art, as I would 
conduct the same lesson for different 
classes across the same level. For 
example, I would write down a specific 
and achievable area for improvement 
and would actually write it out on the 
lesson plan that I gave to my CT.
 
For an English lesson, I created a 
consolidation activity - a simple quiz for 
the students to correct punctuation and 
capitalisation, which was something 
they needed to apply to their letter 
writing editing exercise. I also gave 
a time limit to help students to stay 

focused. It was useful in helping me to 
ensure that students knew the correct 
way to write proper nouns, before they 
proceeded to work on their activity 
worksheet. This consolidation ensured 
that I would be able to give a good 
conclusion to the lesson. Furthermore, 
with the help of the timer, students  
were focused throughout the 
consolidation activity.

For Art lessons, I applied a similar 
concept of helping students understand 
what they were doing within the 
bigger picture. To enable them to 
better manage their time, I displayed a  
project timeline slide at the start of 
each lesson to show them where 
they currently were and what they 
needed to work on for that particular 
lesson. With the use of this visual 
at every lesson, students would 
then feel more motivated to play 
their role to complete their work 
according to the timeline, so that they 
are prepared to participate in the  
next lesson.
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TEACHER DEMONSTRATION VIDEOS

In each Art class, I also worked on 
making effective use of time by having 
most of my preparation work recorded 
so that I would be able to make a  
fast-forward video. Prior to stepping 
into the practicum, I asked myself: 
What have I observed as a student 
in NIE that really helped to make 
teacher demonstration meaningful yet  
time effective? The question led me to 
this method of video recording. This 
saved the students’ time to gather 
around the teacher for demonstration, 
and the time needed to take materials 
and do certain parts of the artwork was 
shortened with the use of technology. 
This was an idea I got after I took too 
much time teaching the students how 
to “tie a knot to make their handle”. 
It helped to tremendously increase 
students’ working time, making the 
lesson more time-efficient and helping 
me in my ability to pace lessons well. 

Project timeline displayed during Art lessons

Video recording of teacher demonstration
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Questions from the Reflective Practice Model

Lastly, a main area for improvement 
discussed during the concluding 
conversation at the teaching practice, 
was my ability to conduct effective 
feedback and assessments for students. 
While I improved on my classroom 
management, group work management 
and time management, I still struggled  
to give effective personal feedback 
to each student. In the closing 
conversation, I realised that the 
main reason was attributed to the 
fact that I was very focused on the 
overall flow of the lesson, such that I 
neglected observing the progress or 
misconceptions that students had. 

In the final two weeks, when official 
lesson observations had ended, I tried 

to include a self-check activity as a form 
of immediate after-lesson feedback,  
so that I could help students to work 
on areas they did not understand in 
the following lesson. For Art lessons, 
I also began to pick up some student  
works to highlight areas of strength, 
which I encouraged the whole class to 
follow as I walked around to observe 
the students’ artwork.
 
All in all, as I observe the small 
progress seen in each point above, 
the unifying strategy towards any of 
my improvements is the importance 
of reflection through questioning. I 
often found myself asking questions  
that were in the Reflective Practice 
Model.
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Specifically, in asking the question on 
alternative ways to engage students, I 
stretched myself by creating songs and 
videos with a familiar tune, to teach 
students about the drawing of angles 
and squares, all towards the cause of 
ensuring that students enjoy learning. 
It was through these questioning 
processes that I was able to improve my 
teaching and learning across the short 
ten weeks of the teaching practice.

FOCUSED CONVERSATIONS – 
THINKING MADE VISIBLE

Honestly, the Focused Conversations 
(FCs) were what helped me to articulate 
the learning points I stated above – 
which shows the effectiveness of FCs 
in consolidating learning processes. 
One of the key strengths was how it 
helped me to look across a specific 
period of time and think about 
the learning experiences from my 
conferences, lesson enactments and 
feedback sessions, categorising them  
into specific learning points. Also, the 
“why” question was useful in helping 
me to sieve out why certain strategies 
worked for me.
 
For example, as seen in the diagram 
below, an articulation of what strategies 
led to better management of group 

Diagram articulating the strategies I implemented

Video to teach students how to draw angles and squares
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focus and group work was made visible 
– not just to the School Coordinating 
Mentor (SCM) but also to me through 
the thought process. It helped me to 
attribute why it worked to the fact that 
it encouraged student accountability 
within the group, which helped to keep 
students on task, and in certain cases, 
excited. This enabled me to understand 
that students can be made to feel 
responsible, and to hold themselves 
accountable when instructions and 
expectations are clear. 

Furthermore, the fact that my SCM was 
my Mathematics CT for my practicum 
made the conversations more 
meaningful, as she understood the 
seemingly small progress that I made 
throughout the ten weeks I was in the 
school, and encouraged me to continue 

to do the same even as we made casual 
conversations along the corridors. 

With regards to the development of 
Graduand Teacher Competencies, 
this inquiry process enabled me 
to develop more effective use of 
cooperative learning, more creative 
lesson enactments, taught me to set 
clear expectations and to give a clear 
time frame for any student activity. 
All of these, through comparative 
analysis and reflective thinking, helped 
me to improve the quality of my 
student’s learning and how I cultivated 
knowledge across the short span of 
time. To conclude, I would say that 
being reflective, through questioning, 
observing and listening, helped me to 
improve as a teacher across my ten 
weeks of practicum. 
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As the proverb goes,

All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy,
All play and no work makes Jack a mere toy. 

My role as a music educator is to balance work and play for both myself 
and my students.

My classmates and I

WHO AM I?
 
What comes to your mind when you hear the words “music” and 
“drama”? It never lacks fun and zest! My fondest memories of my 
education in the National Institute of Education (NIE) are the many 
practices in our jam band, rehearsals for drama performances, and 
the performance gig at Crazy Elephant. These experiences are always 
coupled with laughter amongst the gruelling expectations, often 
imposed by myself.

ENGINEERING INQUISITIVE MINDS
FAM HUI YUEN, BACHELOR OF ARTS (EDUCATION) SECONDARY JULY 2015
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TEACHING PHILOSOPHY: HOW DID IT 
COME ABOUT?

At times when I tell others that I am a 
music teacher, they will ask me “What 
do you teach in music lessons? Do 
you teach tau gay (musical notes)?” I 
used to get slightly disappointed and 
replied that I am teaching more than 
the theoretical aspect of music. They 
were amused when I shared that music 
teachers today are teaching musical 
instruments such as ukulele, guitar and 
keyboard. Some students even have 
the opportunity to get try their hand 
at song-writing, rapping and music 
recording. Music as a subject is often 
regarded as child’s play, and therefore, 
taken for granted. However, I choose to 
believe otherwise. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

As a music advocate/educator, I often 
question myself: What do I want my 
students to take away from my music 
lessons? This is crucial because most 
students only get to experience music 
lessons for two years. Since this short 
duration is insufficient to produce 
world-class musicians, I believe in 
tapping on the unique qualities in 
music, to create experiences where 
students learn more about themselves 
and others. One of the strengths of 

music, unlike other subjects which 
emphasise memorisation with pre-set 
formulas, is that it enables students to 
express themselves freely, encouraging 
creativity and imagination through 
music-making. Through making 
meaning of their creative process, 
both the students and the teacher 
recognise their values and ideas. Thus, 
a music lesson is always an adventure, 
a self-exploratory avenue, for both the 
teacher and her students.

CHALLENGES FACED
 
Recalling my past practicum 
experiences, I noticed that a few 
groups of students were resistant to 
improving their music composition and 
performance. Even after I told them 
that their performance qualified for 
only a B grade, they were unaffected. 
When I had different groups to present 
their compositions to the class, they 
were chatting amongst themselves, 

 I believe in tapping on the unique qualities in 
music, to create experiences where students learn 

more about themselves and others.”

 A music lesson is 
always an adventure, a 

self-exploratory avenue, 
for both the teacher and 

her students.”
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disinterested in receiving feedback 
from their peers. At the end of the 
lesson, I felt frustrated as they were 
reluctant to improve their performance 
skills, despite having only two more 
weeks before the final performance. 
Furthermore, I was certain that they 
could push beyond their current 
standards. It seemed like the students 
felt this way about the performance: 
once I have completed this, it is off the 
to-do list. 

Feeling disappointed, I went home 
trying to troubleshoot possible causes 
that led to their disengaged attitude. 
The students in this class were mostly 
task-oriented and focused. However, 
they were contented with their 
performance although it was not to 
the best of their abilities. It could be 
due to a few reasons. Firstly, in the 
first few lessons, I showed the class 
two videos as examples of their final 
performance. Both videos were by 
professional bands. Thus, the students 
might have the preconceived mindset 
that only professionals could attain 
that level of performance, leaving 
them unmotivated to work towards 
a better performance. Secondly, this 
class had their lessons in the last two 
periods of the day. Students could be 
very tired from one full day of lessons 
and thus more interested to end the 
day, rather than concentrating on their  
music performance. 

I decided to sit in on other music 
teachers’ lessons to observe and learn 
from them. I found that the teachers 
constantly encouraged their students, 
thus they were determined to improve 

their performance. The teachers used 
reflective thinking questions, which got 
students to reflect on what was good or 
not good about their performance. This 
helped to train their aesthetic taste and 
be critical of their own performance. 
Recalling my own lesson, I tend to give 
comments based on my perception of 
their performance, instead of garnering 
consensus by asking the group how 
they felt about their performance. 
Students rarely forged their own 
choices, reducing their ownership of the 
project. This could also result in them 
being less receptive to my feedback. 
Additionally, the teachers gave students 
more choices in the possible ways 
to improve their performance. For 
example, students were exposed 
to the choice of having a louder or 
softer chorus. They could explore and 
improvise before coming to a decision.

I learned to give students more 
freedom and space for group work or 
group discussion. For instance, rather 
than dictating song choices for each 
group, they would actively suggest their 
favourite songs and from there I would 
ascertain whether the song choice was 
suitable for their level of musicianship. 
Having the opportunity to learn their 
favourite songs, they would naturally 
be more motivated to perform their 
favourite song cover at a high standard. 
I observed that they were more focused 
on learning, to the extent where 
they would approach different music 
teachers to open the music rooms for 
extra practices, beyond curriculum 
hours. Having a wide diversity could 
also be demanding for the teacher 
as proper scaffolding was necessary. 
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Students too, rarely reflected on their 
experiences when they performed, and 
usually gave a brief summary of their 
difficulties faced.

TEACHER AS AN ENGINEER

Upon returning back to NIE, I spent time 
reflecting on how my tasks or projects 
could encapsulate both the performative 
and reflective aspects so that students 
could understand themselves through 
reflecting on their process in music-
making. This also challenges them to 
think critically and creatively. 

I co-designed a module with my 
classmate, Shireen, about a composition 
based on a compilation of recorded 
cultural sounds that influenced 
the composer. Since students are 
technology savvy, the task is intriguing 
for students where they are tasked to 
find sources of sounds and record them 
using their phones, before piecing them 

together with the usage of some music 
technology effects. This task encourages 
students to discover or re-visit their 
roots through their daily experiences or 
from their family. In the making of their 
final product, they will learn more about 
their backgrounds such as the dialects 
that their parents speak, the religious 
places that they visited, or the people 
who impacted them. 

To facilitate their thinking process, they 
will create a reflective blog online and 
record their findings and challenges. 
This allows them to keep track of their 
progress and reflect on their choices 
while creating their compositions. 
The reflective blogs will also support 
them in their final presentation and 
sharing with the class. Importantly, I 
will give students time and space to 
explore options. YouTube tutorials on 
using GarageBand are uploaded on a 
teacher’s YouTube channel to support 
self-directed learning.

Student’s Reflective Blog
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Keeping track of learning progress online

BENEFITTING THE TEACHER SELF 

As a student teacher, I have lots of 
energy and enthusiasm for my students. 
But what about in-service teachers? 
Some of them have lamented that it 
is common to lose the joy of teaching, 
due to the multitude of administrative 
duties, parents’ complaints, disciplinary 
problems as well as all the multiple 
external duties. Hence, injecting the 
fun factor encourages new experiences 
that allow for constant surprises for the 
students and the teacher. 

With the students enjoying the music-
making process and understanding 
themselves better, it affirms them of 
their strengths, and builds a healthy 
community in the classroom. This safe 
and positive learning environment also 
encourages the teacher to try new 
pedagogies and ideas, allowing room 
for making mistakes when embarking 
on new pedagogies. Bearing in mind 
that a music lesson is always a journey 
shared by both the students and the 
teacher, it reminds the teacher to 
always think from the point of view of 
the students, and even when faced with 

challenges, there is a strong support 
system in the classroom.

PEOPLE BEHIND THE MAKING OF ME

I am grateful to all my NIE professors 
and lecturers who are open to us 
challenging their perspectives either 
in the form of emails or face-to-face. 
Additionally, they are willing to accept 
alternative musical products or lesson 
plans, spearheading our interests 
individually. 

In NIE, the subject content and varied 
pedagogical skills equipped me to plan 
my lessons effectively and efficiently. 
Having been through a diversity of 
teaching styles, each lecturer brought 
forth his or her own personality and 
forte, which allowed me to learn from 
each one of them. It also reminded me 
that as an educator, I am a role model 
for my students. Practicums, on the 
other hand, gave me a platform to try 
out lesson ideas and to determine their 
feasibility and practicality. It also staged 
the imagined school life into a personal 
experience that reaffirmed my role as a 
music educator.
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IT’S WHAT’S INSIDE THAT MATTERS 
ZHANG HUA’AN NOAH, BACHELOR OF ARTS (EDUCATION) SECONDARY JULY 2014

MY BACKGROUND

As a kid, I was quite negative and  
self-centred in my outlook. I had 
never imagined the world beyond 
my own. After awhile, I saw no 
meaning in whatever I was doing 
and started to give up on things. My 
first community service endeavour 
in junior college was a turning 
point of my life. I was a volunteer 
at HELP family service centre in 
Ang Mo Kio, where I worked with 
children of single parents and had 
to understand the problems they 
faced at home. The conversations 
with these children made me realise 
that there was so much more to life 
than just myself. That was when  
I made a decision to lead a life where 
I could make a positive difference  
in others.

I believe the teaching profession 
gives me the opportunity to be that 
supportive teacher who can lead, care 
for and inspire these students. More 
importantly, I see the importance of 
schools and teachers working with 
parents to guide youths, and I aspire to 
be that supportive partner to parents 
in ensuring the holistic development 
of each child. For this fact, I pursued  
the Bachelor of Arts (Education) 
programme at the National Institute 
of Education (NIE), because it offered 
developmental training in schools that 

would help me realise my passion in 
Humanities Education and give back  
to society.

DEVELOPING MY TEACHING 
PHILOSOPHY

If you told my Mom or Dad when I 
was twelve years old that I was going 
to be a teacher, they would have just 
laughed. I used to crumble easily at 
the slightest failure. As a result, I took a 
longer time to grow up and adapt well 
to the challenges in secondary school. 
I could not cope well in school then, 
so why would I choose a career where 
I am dealing with students every day?  
I think it is bizarre – I even question my 
decision occasionally.
 
A part of me already knew that I would 
not be able to survive in the fast-
paced and competitive corporate and  
financial sector. Another part of me 
was yearning for a career where I could 
help others and make their lives better 
– particularly so after working with 
vulnerable individuals and families-in-
need during my time in junior college. 
There is no other job, apart from 
teaching, where I could use the skills 
and knowledge that I had accumulated 
to make a difference in people’s lives.
 
Thus at 19 years old, to get a glimpse of 
the realities of teaching in a secondary 
school, I expressed my interest to 
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pursue a Teaching Internship with MOE. 
True enough, my experience during 
the eight-week internship aligned 
with my aspiration of wanting to help 
others. The internship also was smooth 
sailing, except for the occasional bouts 
of weariness. Teaching appeared  
to be an attractive career then because 
I believed that I had the strategies to 
help students to do well in their exams. 
In particular, I personally found it 
rewarding that my lessons had helped 
students remember the concepts 
more easily and this gave me some 
confidence that teaching could be a 
viable option. 

During my NIE years, I slowly  
recognised that my desire to ‘help 
others’ was not enough to make me 
a good teacher. The practicum stints  
at various schools exposed me to 
students of diverse backgrounds, needs 
and abilities, and I was frustrated at 
first that I could not ‘copy-and-paste’  
learning strategies with every new 

learner. However, they helped me 
realise that no two students are 
the same. I learnt to develop new 
teaching competencies in a variety of 
instructional contexts. This encouraged 
me to think and reflect upon how 
I could customise my approach to 
make learning more engaging and 
memorable for them.

In addition, my interactions with various 
students were an incredibly humbling 
experience because they helped me 
appreciate that there is no single 
teaching strategy that fits all learners 
and I had to constantly think on my feet 
and improvise new strategies to make 
learning work for them. Teaching used 
to be solely an outward expression of 
helping my learners learn. However, the 
exact opposite is also true – Teaching 
is a deep inward, reflective process of 
learning how my learners learn. These 
pieces of knowledge helped me to make 
sense of my role as an educator and 
guided me in the design of my teaching 
philosophy, as shown below.

 Teaching is a  
deep inward, reflective 
process of learning how 
my learners learn. These 

pieces of knowledge 
helped me to make sense 
of my role as an educator 

and guided me in the 
design of my teaching 

philosophy.”

Helping 
students 
achieve 
their full 
potential

Be attentive 
to students’ 
profile and 

needs

Believe in 
students that 
they would 

succeed

Inculcate 
the joy of 
learning

Care for 
students and 
be relatable

Be flexible 
and adaptive

Provide a 
safe and 

conducive 
learning 

environment

Breaking down my teaching philosophy into six key 
components
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As a budding teacher, it is my foremost 
desire to help youths live up to their full 
potential. I see value in young people 
– especially those who feel lost. My 
aspiration is to invest time in them and 
give them hope. Just because a student 
fares poorly in exams does not mean 
that he or she is of lower intelligence. 
Through my daily encounters with 
students, I hope to convey that 
academic results alone do not define 
them and they should not be afraid to 
pursue their dreams.
 
Yet, while I do hope to see them 
succeed, the truth is that teachers 
change every year and so I do not have 
the benefit of being there for them all 
the time. Therefore, I view my role as a 
runner in a relay race and students as 
my baton. My duty is to run the race 
well when the baton is under my care. 
Ultimately, my goal is for the baton 

to progress a little further before it is 
handed off to the next runner.
 
During my past four years serving as  
a Teaching Assistant at various schools, 
I distilled that there are six key steps 
to develop students’ potential. In no 
particular order, teachers must a) 
put hope in students and believe that 
they will succeed (regardless of any 
personal circumstances), b) inculcate  
the joy of learning and let them know 
why learning matters, c) care for 
students and be relatable to them, 
– make yourself available and be 
intentional about reaching out to them, 
d) be attentive to students’ learning 
profile and needs, e) be flexible and 
adaptive in every rough encounter 
with students, f) provide a safe and 
conducive learning environment where 
students are free to make mistakes 
without fear of shame or ridicule.

Helping youths live up to their full potential
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Very often, students forget about 
important concepts in their exams. 
Despite reminders, some students will 
commit the same mistakes. You may 
even encounter students who will ask 
if you can re-teach a chapter before the 
day of exams. While they may frustrate 
you with their poor memory, students 
will always remember how you cared 
for them and believed in them – how 
you made them feel that they could 
achieve more than they thought they 
could. It is my belief that the right mix of 
guidance and care will fire their passion 
and desire to learn. As their teacher, 
this is the difference I hope to bring in 
my classrooms.

MAKING A POSITIVE DIFFERENCE 
THROUGH GEOGRAPHY

As a student teacher in NIE, I was 
overwhelmed with a plethora of ideas, 
concepts and strategies to enhance 
teaching and learning. I believe the 
struggle was not knowing what was 
most important; I also lacked a personal 
reference point to guide me in my 
planning and delivery of humanities 
lessons. After awhile, I came to realise 

that a good lesson was not about how 
many learning strategies you used, 
but how you picked the most effective 
strategy in your personal repetoire to 
meet your learning objective(s) and 
impact learning in the classroom. 
Over the years, I have distilled (what I 
believe are) key planning principles in  
designing a humanities lesson for 
meaningful learning, and re-packaged 
them into a mental model.

 Students will always 
remember how you cared for 
them and believed in them – 
how you made them feel that 
they could achieve more than 
they thought they could. It is 
my belief that the right mix 

of guidance and care will fire 
their passion and desire to 

learn. As their teacher, this is 
the difference I hope to bring 

in my classrooms.”

Delivering a quality humanities education for students
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For the design of my lesson plans,  
I actively avoid didactic and prescriptive 
approaches in teaching geography. 
Instead, I move towards more student-
centric forms of learning activities 
that will engender greater curiosity 
and engagement in the learning and 
understanding of concepts. 

To make learning more student-centric, 
I adopt inquiry-based learning to create 
opportunities for students to construct 
their own knowledge. I do not find it 
necessary to follow every step of the 
inquiry cycle – as long as there is time 
for students to make meaning and 
reflect on their learning. I will begin 
my lesson with an inquiry question 
that is attention-grabbing and concise. 
For example, when I had a lesson with 
my Secondary 3 students about the 
factors influencing the temperature of 
locations, I started off with something 
simple like ‘Are there polar bears living 
in Orchard Road?’ A question like this 
will spark their curiosity and make 
learning come alive for them. I will 
return to the same inquiry question at 
the end of my lesson to assess their 
understanding.

I used to think that every lesson  
requires me to plan a fun activity in 
order to facilitate learning. For someone 
like me who has little creativity, lesson 
planning became a very tedious and 
miserable process. Yes, I captured their 
attention and engaged them, but it was 
not sustainable ensuring that every 
activity was aligned to the learning 
objective(s). Besides, some activities 
may become a distraction rather than 
a tool for quality learning. After a while, 

I realised that I should spend more 
time thinking about the questions  
I ask, rather than the quality of learning 
materials I use. In fact, I have observed 
lessons where teachers use very simple 
resources, but they ask good questions 
to engage their students.

Here is one example of how I planned 
a string of questions to help students 
understand the distribution of tropical 
cyclones. It was designed to help my 
students recap their knowledge from 
previous chapters and connect the 
dots about tropical cyclones. I have 
included fictional names to show how 
I approached the questions with my 
class. While asking these questions, I 
relied a lot on boardwork to ensure that 
my students were with me. The answers 
are written in brackets:

• You have observed that plenty of 
warm, moist air over the ocean 
is needed for tropical cyclones to 
develop. Peter, based on what you 
learnt earlier from Gateway 1, what 
heats up ocean water? (Sun) 

• Mary, will you now assist Peter? 
Based on the world map, which 
latitudes experience the hottest 
ocean water?  (Tropical latitudes,  
0 – 15° North and South of equator) 

• Let’s jump to John; John can you 
help the class to do a short recap on 
Gateway 1? Why do these latitudes 
experience the hottest ocean water? 
(The distance between the equator 
and the sun is the shortest sun 
rays travel a shorter distance heat is

 more concentrated) 
• Now back to you Peter, based 

on what you learnt earlier from 
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Gateway 2, what do you remember 
about the Coriolis Effect? (Deflection 
of winds as a result of earth’s 
rotation) 

• Lily, can you build on Peter’s 
response and compare between the 
Coriolis Effect at the equator and at 
the pole? (Coriolis Effect is weak at 
the equator, while Coriolis Effect is 
stronger towards the poles) 

• Look at the movement of these 
tropical cyclones. Lily again, why 
do you think the Coriolis Effect 
is needed to produce tropical 
cyclones? (The Coriolis Effect must 
be present and strong enough 
in order to generate the rotary 
movements of the cyclone) 

• Now, let’s open this question to 
the class – Bearing in mind that 
tropical cyclones require a lot of 
warm moist air over the ocean 
and the Coriolis Effect to generate 
the rotary movement of cyclones, 
can you make a guess what is the 
distribution of tropical cyclones?  
(8 – 15° North and South of Equator)

As you can see, I structured my 
questions into a ‘dialogue’ and 
involved as many students as possible 
to encourage productive talk in the 
classroom and promote on-task 
behaviour (Refer to the names bolded 
and underlined). I would only open the 
final question to the class if the question 
demanded some sort of discussion and 
deliberation. For this lesson, I usually 
like to assess their understanding with 
an application question. For example, 
I will ask if Singapore will experience 
tropical cyclones. (No, this is because 
the Coriolis Effect is weak at the equator)

In addition, I would integrate a lot 
of authentic learning in my lessons 
to make learning relevant for my 
students. During my attachment at the 
Curriculum Planning and Development 
Division (CPDD, Geography Unit),  
I learnt how I could use Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS) and 
Google Maps to engage students 
and capture their imagination. I was 
very interested to find how effective 
spatial investigation is in the study 
of Geography. Therefore, I got my 
students to role-play as meteorologists 
to help them learn about the limitations 
of predicting a tropical cyclone.  
Using Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS), I wanted them to predict the 
trajectory of a tropical cyclone and 
reflect on their experience. The 
students recognised that prediction 
alone could be inaccurate and was not 
enough to mitigate the impacts of a 
tropical cyclone.

Using GIS to investigate the trajectory of Tropical Cyclone.
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Examining why some infrastructures can withstand earthquake better

Temperature change over different altitudes (left) and temperature difference over sea and land (right)

In the study of climate, I set up  
different stations and made use of 
every day household items like hair 
dryers and desk lamps for my students 
to carry out intelligent guesswork on 
the different factors that contribute 
to varying temperatures at different 
locations. In this activity, I wanted 
students to use their five senses 
and make reasonable conclusions  
for themselves.

In the study of earthquakes, I came up 
with different prototypes for students 
to learn about how modern buildings 
are designed to absorb seismic energy 
and reduce the probability of collapse 
in the event of an earthquake. During  
this group activity, students had a  
chance to ‘create’ earthquakes and 
investigate how these buildings are 
engineered to prevent them from 
shaking too much.
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Finally, in any lesson, there must be 
time allocated to assess students’ 
learning and provide them with 
feedback. It can be a simple think-pair-
share activity or a bite-sized pop quiz. 
However, I often encounter a lack of 
class time to hear students’ responses 
and provide feedback on their learning. 
Yet, this is arguably the most important 
segment of the lesson for me to 1) 
correct any deficient or defective ideas 
amongst students and 2) present 
evidence of learning to my Cooperating 
Teacher (CT) after a lesson observation. 
While assigning homework is a good 
approach to strengthen and reinforce 
learning outcomes, it is important to 
take note that homework does not 
allow you to provide timely feedback to 
students. Therefore, it is my practice to 
allocate at least one third of the lesson 
time to assessing students’ learning and 
providing feedback.
 
The following pages are a summary of 
important lessons that I have distilled 
during my practicum stints at various 
schools, as well as some reflection  
of practical ways to enhance my  
lesson delivery. 

CRITICAL LESSONS DISTILLED DURING 
MY PRACTICUM STINTS

In Class

 Cultivate a genuine passion for your 
subject matter. Be excited about 
what you are teaching and invite 
them to be interested about it with 
fun facts and knowledge.

 If you are not sure how to answer 
your student’s question, gather 
courage to admit that you are not 
sure. However, encourage your 
student to search online for answers 
and make time to touch base with 
your student during the next lesson.

Request that your subject 
representative collect and arrange 
worksheets by register number. 
Enforce high expectations on your 
subject representative and give him 
the power and autonomy to chase 
after his friends for homework. 
Students who fail to submit their 
worksheet should stay back on the 
same day after school to complete it.

Engage your students during  
morning assembly, recess time 
or after school. Intentionally put 
yourself out there and make yourself 
available to them to create these 
teacher-student moments. 

In Your Interactions With Your 
Cooperating Teacher (CT)

 Keep a schedule of all upcoming 
meetings with teachers and be 
punctual for them.

 
 Have a Google Folder with all your 
lesson plans and resources uploaded 
and share the folder with your 
coordinating mentors.

 During pre-lesson and post-lesson 
observations, do not be quick to 
defend and justify your position like 
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some oral defence you underwent 
in your university. Remember to 
take off your undergraduate-hat 
in schools and keep an open and 
positive learning attitude. I took the 
initiative to spell out my weaknesses 
and areas for improvement to my 
CTs before they gave their input.

 Do not be too anxious when  
you fall short of expectations. 
Remember you are only a student 
teacher – do your best and be open 
to criticism. Whether it is my CTs  
or any staff, I like to ask for 
suggestions for improvement.

 If your coordinating mentors point 
out a mistake in your lesson plan 
or your lesson delivery, make a 
conscious effort to avoid making the 
same mistake in future.

If you are planning to have a 
formal lesson observation, find 
out who is the subject teacher 
of the previous lesson and make 
some arrangements with the 
teacher to release the class at least  
five minutes before your actual 
lesson begins.

In Your Own Time

 Spend sufficient time to plan your 
lesson resources, but spend more 
time focusing on the logical flow 
of the lesson. Pay attention to any 
concepts, explanations or keywords 
that may require additional 
scaffolding for students.

Always prepare all your lesson 
resources the day before. If you are 
unlucky, the school internet printer 
may be down on the day of your 
lesson. Sometimes, photocopiers 
may run out of ink or be in use by 
other teachers. You may also have 
to take over multiple relief periods, 
robbing you of time to prepare your 
resources. 

Have a structured organisation 
system to keep 1) New notes/
worksheets for upcoming lessons, 
2) Spare worksheets after a lesson, 
3) Collected homework due for 
marking, 4) Your lesson plans. I 
promise this organisation system will 
save you a lot of time.

 
 Ask yourself every day: Can I do better?
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Managing classroom discipline
Designing and delivering a 

Humanities lesson

Keep a photo chart of the class and 
check with the form teacher about 
any students with special needs or 
students who require additional 
attention. Memorise their names well.

Breakdown the lessons into three 
to four segments and vary the 
activities: a quiz to recap, a class 
activity to understand concepts, a 
research activity using their phones 
or a class worksheet to assess their 
understanding.

Do not be in a rush to enter the 
class and start the lesson if students 
are not ready. Be sensitive to every 
small issue and matter (e.g. Shirts  
untucked, missing textbooks).

Make the subject come to life for 
students by bringing in relevant 
real world examples. I like to invite 
students to derive meaning from 
these examples and develop new 
perspectives.

For disruptive students, always 
follow-up with at least one  
after-class conversation to show that 
their problems matter to you and you 
want the specific problem corrected.

When you are planning your 
lessons, always anticipate some of 
the problems that students might 
encounter. For example, consider 
whether the videos/articles you use 
are too complicated or demanding 
for students to handle.

When you are expecting students  
to react to simple tasks in a limited 
time such as moving into groups, 
make the duration visible to them 
by counting down (e.g. 5, 4, 3, 2, 1). 
Students work best when they have a 
time frame to follow.

Plan step-by-step questions to ask 
the class and make these questions 
visible in your lesson plan. These 
questions can spiral in difficulty level. 
I usually like to start off with more 
factual questions, before moving on 
to more open-response questions.

SOME REFLECTIONS ON PRACTICAL WAYS TO ENHANCE MY LESSON DELIVERY
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Managing classroom discipline
Designing and delivering a 

Humanities lesson

Always lay down your expectations. 
I find it effective to give examples of 
common mistakes that students make.

Be okay with silence – be patient and 
give students some time to think of 
an answer. Do not be quick to rush 
them for an answer.

If they look sleepy, invite them to 
stand up, push in their chair and 
stand behind the chair.

When students answer you, build 
your next feedback based on their 
response. A feedback with less than 
five words is not meaningful and 
does not enhance and reinforce 
students’ learning.

During your initial contact with them, 
make learning fun and establish 
class rapport. Find out what their 
learning preferences are, and remind 
them that they have to work closely  
with you.

Consider student’s response in 
class as a ‘basketball’. I like to pass 
the ‘basketball’ to a dreamy student 
and ask them to build on the 
previous classmate’s response. This  
can promote on-task behaviour.

Be patient with them – give them 
plenty of reminders of your class 
expectations.

Draw fun and relatable analogies 
to help students make sense of 
complicated concepts.

Avoid scolding your students 
repeatedly – remind them that you 
expect high standards and let them 
know that ‘you are disappointed’  
if necessary.

Use plenty of boardwork: Make 
students’ thinking visible by 
writing students’ responses on the 
whiteboard – whether it is correct  
or wrong.

Make students write reflections 
in class if they commit mistakes 
repeatedly. Follow-up their reflections 
with a conversation after lesson.

Whether it is a game or a simple 
worksheet, do not conduct the 
learning activity if you find yourself 
not having sufficient time to give 
them feedback.
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Miss Britta Lehim Pedersen, my school coordinating mentor in Marslet School

SEEING THE WORLD IN A NEW LIGHT

In my second year, I was posted to 
a local secondary school in Aarhus, 
Denmark for a five-week international 
teaching assistantship. While I was 
having a routine conversation with Ms. 
Britta (my school coordinating mentor), 
my attention was diverted by a teacher 
who broke down uncontrollably upon 
returning from class. I remember her 
anguished cries that pierced through 
the silent staff room. Many teachers 
stepped forward to comfort her – 
including my mentor who encouraged 
her to take a day off from work. 
Subsequently, it was made known to 
me that her child had been hospitalised 
for two weeks after a serious accident 
and the teacher had been suffering 
from many sleepless nights frustrated 
over her child’s slow recovery.

I never had the opportunity to speak 
to her directly about her decision to 
come to school despite going through 
so much pain, anxiety and despair. This 

incident made me wonder if I would 
react the same way should any mishap 
befall my loved ones. Yet, even as her 
life showed me important values of 
resilience and tenacity, I shuddered 
at the thought of being in her shoes. 
Ms. Britta shared with me that there 
is not a day in school that goes by 
without problems and students will 
never fully understand the emotional 
work that teachers go through. If there 
is anything I have gained from my 
conversation with Ms. Britta, it is that 
teachers carry heavy emotional burden 
in addition to their customary teaching 
duties and it is a part of the teachers’ 
professional identity to manage his/her  
emotions well.

Even after returning Singapore, I 
reflected deeply on my conversation 
with Ms. Britta. I have always learnt 
that a good teaching philosophy would 
prepare me well for any challenges,  
but this five-week stint at Denmark 
showed me the bleak and depressing 
side of the teaching profession. It was 



164

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

not until my first teaching practicum  
in my third year that I realised the silver 
lining of my anxieties and fears.
 
I was minutes away from my next 
lesson observation, when I received 
news that my friend, Heinrich, lost 
his battle to cancer and passed 
on. It was a true test of resilience 
balancing between my professional  
commitments and personal emotions. 
That evening, despite having little 
time to prepare a eulogy, it was still 
a blessing to deliver my final words 
to Heinrich as I played a small part to 
help his family and loved ones find 
a sense of closure. But above all, I 
was fortunate to be surrounded by 
concerned and supportive colleagues 
during this period. In particular,  
I was grateful to my CT, Mdm. Tan  
Pek Cheng, for putting everything  
aside to listen to me and to give me life 
advice. Her persistent encouragement 
and heartfelt assurance gave me the 
confidence that I can persevere and 
move through the pain.

Today as I look back at the  
overwhelming care and compassion 
she had extended towards me, I 
am reminded of the importance of 
conducting oneself with patience, 
empathy and genuineness. It was a 
great reflective experience as I realised 
that much of the teacher I want to be 
is owed to her wonderful influences.  
Her sacrifices inspired me to be the 
same teacher who could instil a sense 
of hope and positivity in others. Yet, 
for this sense of compassion to live on 
in my life, I have to make an intentional 
effort to live it out. 

Therefore, as I begin my journey as 
a full-fledged teacher, I hope to be a 
team-player and do my part in building 
a warm and safe work environment 
where teachers can confide in each 
other and help one another. In this  
age, we seem to be focused on 
celebrating and making known only 
an individual’s achievements and 
successes. While there is nothing 
unethical about that, the inevitable 
outcome of such publicity is our disdain 
for shortcomings and mistakes.

I envision the future to be one where 
more teachers can step forward to 
share their personal struggles. Teachers 
should remember that their problems 
matter and I want to be there to let 
them know that they never have to 
face it alone. If there can just be more 
of such stories representing educators 
from every walk of life coming together, 
I am confident that this will bring a 
powerful rallying call for unity amongst 
all teachers in the fraternity who might 
be going through similar situations.

Mdm. Tan Pek Cheng was my geography teacher during 
my final year in NCHS. During my first and second 
teaching practicums, she was my CT. During my last 
day of practicum. I wore my old uniform to relive the 
memories of being her student.
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CLOSING THOUGHTS

“The idea of success is totally 
different for a teacher. It is a 
definition that is focused on 
the success of others, not the 

success of oneself.” 
(Lim, 2013) 

You might think that doing well for 
practicum gives you value. Yes, it 
is a great goal to have, but my own 
reflection is that it cannot be your 
only goal. I particularly like this quote 
written by Mr. Lim Song Guan, because 
it reminds me that students are the  
centre of what we do as teachers. 
Looking back at my teaching practicums, 
I found myself unnecessarily stressed 
when I was reflecting on ways to do 
better for practicum, instead of truly 
thinking of different strategies to reach 
out to my students and help them 
learn better. There is a fundamental 
difference between the two questions, 
because the former is devoted to the 
success of oneself, whereas the latter 
is devoted to the success of students. 
From this fact, I have learnt that 
there is really no shame in failing to 
deliver a perfect lesson – there is no 
perfect lesson anyway. As teachers, 
there is only shame in losing sight of  
our students.

In my journey as a student teacher, 
I am incredibly blessed to have met 
many mentors who always reminded 
me of the importance of focusing 
on students and caring for them. 
Unfortunately, while I knew very well 
that their reminders helped me to stay 

true to my core mission of developing 
the whole child, the truth was that I 
had not made an intentional effort 
to live it out. It was in the midst of my 
teaching practicum that I realised why 
their advice mattered. Yes, I might not 
have received a good APT form today, 
but I brought smiles to my students. 
Yes, I might not have done enough to 
engage every student, but I inspired 
one student to question more about 
the world he or she lives in. Yes, I might 
be feeling unwell and exhausted, but I 
helped my students find meaning and 
purpose in what they have learnt.

These are things that I remind myself 
each day, and these spur me on. It is 
these little bits of light that separate 
me from my constant fixation on the 
grades of my APT forms. What surged 
through my heart was this incredible 
sense of joy and contentment that 
my first mentor talked about when 
I asked why she chose to stay on in 
this career. I concluded that teaching 
practicum was not about a series of 
hurdles to overcome, but a reflective 
experience to help me realise where my 
desire to help others came from, and 
how I can channel this desire to better 
help my future students achieve their  
full potential. 

Of course, there may be occasions 
when you feel worn out physically and 
emotionally. There may be some days 
when your formal lesson observations 
do not go as well as you had planned. 
Sometimes, you may even pause and 
question yourself if you have picked 
the right career. But remember that 
numbers and figures alone can never 
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capture all the good things that a 
teacher does in the classroom. What 
truly outlasts is the firm and undying 
sense of purpose and mission that you 
bring to your classrooms every day.

I am not saying that there is no sadness 
in this journey – sometimes you will 
face disappointment, despair and even 
setbacks in school or in life that can 
knock you off your feet and leave you 
emotionally drained. But I am slowly 
learning that to be able to deliver your 
job effectively, you just have to keep 
putting one foot in front of the other 
even when you are at your lowest. As 

 ...it is the seemingly ordinary and 
insignificant moments in your lesson that 

make up the heart and soul of life-changing 
encounters in your students every day.”

troubled and upset as you may be, 
there is always another student who 
needs your help and so you just have to 
pick yourself up and carry on.

This is precisely the daily struggle of 
our professional work as teachers:  
You must tell yourself, no matter how 
impossible circumstances are, no 
matter how trying circumstances get, 
never stop out-working and out-caring 
for your students – because it is the 
seemingly ordinary and insignificant 
moments in your lesson that make 
up the heart and soul of life-changing 
encounters in your students every day.

Receiving an appreciation card during my final lesson with Class 3F’18. 
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High School. Finally, I would like to 
thank my beloved parents, my brother, 
Huawei, and my friends for their 
enduring love and support throughout 
my formative years and my time in NIE.

My family and I at my NTU Graduation Ceremony 2018
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AN INTERESTING JOURNEY 
CHUA JIA XUN, BACHELOR OF SCIENCE (EDUCATION) SECONDARY JULY 2014

Hi there! My name is Jia Xun and 
I teach Biology and Chemistry at 
the secondary level. I learnt my 
craft through the Bachelor of 
Science (Education) programme at  
the National Institute of Education 
(NIE), which allowed me to think 
about education using different 
perspectives, as well as many 
opportunities to experience teaching 
in different environments and 
contexts. I would like to share 
with you my practicum experience  
in a secondary school and how I 
developed as a teacher through 
reflection and self-inquiry. Hopefully, 
what you read here can help you  
with your journey (just a little bit). 

Since young, I loved explaining science 
to people around me. Discovering new 
knowledge and sharing it with people 
around me was (and still is) a joy for me. 
Teaching was therefore a natural fit, 
even though I had not realised it then. 
I was a person who did not have a clear 
path or career in mind. Fortunately, 
things happened along the way, which 
helped me to decide on teaching as a 
profession I would like to commit to.
 
To keep the story short (and relevant), 
one of these things was a particularly 
mind-numbing experience working 
part-time on data entry. The first 
week or two were fine, but afterwards 
the boredom hit me so hard that I 
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knew there and then that I needed an 
interesting and challenging profession 
to continuously engage myself. 
Thereafter, I decided that teaching was 
the profession that would be most 
interesting to me - something that is 
somewhat different day-to-day, with 
surprises hanging around every corner. 
Not a noble reason perhaps, but it is 
one that is important to me.

This was of course not the only reason 
why I chose teaching. I was also keen on 
the chance to guide young minds, and 
to help them help themselves. I wanted 
to help them grow, and to grow along 
with them. Am I absolutely certain that 
teaching will be something I love? Of 
course not. However, I subscribe to the 
philosophy of ‘Loving what you choose’, 
rather than ‘Choosing what you love’.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

A teaching philosophy is something 
all budding teachers have, I believe, 
even if they do not know it yet. I recall 
during the first PPI lesson where my 
classmates and I were introduced to 
this idea of a teaching philosophy, we 
wrote it off as something we did not 
have or did not need. In hindsight, after 
all the experiences accumulated over 
the years, it was actually a case of not 
knowing how to articulate it. 

With regards to teaching, we all have 
certain things we value or deem 
important. We like certain approaches, 
and shun some methods. We have our 
views on what education is and should 
be. These opinions and beliefs drive 
and guide us on our paths as teachers. 

It is in NIE that these subtle, personal 
views come to the forefront, and given 
lofty titles such as teacher identity or 
teaching philosophy, making them 
seem foreign. While unnatural at the 
start, this process is important; when 
we start acknowledging its presence 
and importance, we can truly appreciate 
who we are as teachers. Articulating and 
writing it out is a way for us to reflect on 
our teaching philosophy, and perhaps 
change or update it to encompass our 
current viewpoints and mindset.

I would like to emphasise that our 
teaching philosophy will likely change 
along the way. With new experiences 
and social interactions, we may gain 
new perspectives on teaching and what 
we value will change. I believe that this 
is a great process. We certainly change 
as people, so there is no reason to be 
stagnant in our teaching beliefs. For 
me, my teaching beliefs kept changing 
and updating with every academic year. 
New modules, experiences and time in 
school offered me a range of insights 
and understanding which eventually 
translated into updates in my teaching 
philosophy. 

As I tracked my changes in teaching 
philosophy over the years, while 
updating my Digital Portfolio, no 
less, I appreciated the growth and 
development I had in NIE, both as a 
teacher and as a person. I penned down 
this growth and change in teaching 
philosophy on my Digital Portfolio, 
because I wanted something to look 
back on even after I have taught for 
years. I have included an excerpt of this 
story here.
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 As I tracked my changes in teaching philosophy over  
the years, while updating my Digital Portfolio, no less,  
I appreciated the growth and development I had in NIE,  

both as a teacher and as a person.”

My current teaching philosophy 
articulated succinctly is: Understand 
and acknowledge my students’ learning 
and emotional needs, and meet those 
needs while explaining clearly and 
effectively. I will employ interesting 
pedagogical approaches to engage 
and scaffold their learning. It is also 
about being receptive to new ideas and 
suggestions to continue growing.

This teaching philosophy is a 
culmination of my growth and 
experiences during and outside of  
NIE. The aspect of using interesting 
methods seems to be due to my need 
to have an interesting and engaging 
time, as mentioned earlier. I became 
aware of students’ varied learning 

needs during my Educational Studies 
modules in NIE, and consequently after 
reflection I realised how important it is 
to me. My experiences abroad during 
Semester Exchange and International 
Practicum also led me to value having 
an open mind, and to understand how 
new ideas can help us to go beyond our 
current state and potential.
 
Articulating my teaching philosophy in 
this manner did not occur overnight. 
It took a period of reflection and 
critically looking at what I valued as a 
teacher. This was made much easier 
with the Digital Portfolio; writing it out 
and sorting through what I had learnt 
helped me to confront what I believed 
in and prioritised. In a sense, it was 

A snapshot from my Digital Portfolio
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having a dialogue with myself using  
this platform. After having articulated it, 
it was also a good way for me to check 
whether I had deviated from my goals 
as a teacher, or perhaps also a way 
to reflect whether my mindsets had 
changed since I began writing about my 
teaching philosophy.

I am going to be honest about it: I 
thought constructing my Digital Portfolio 
was a chore at the start. I thought it 
was something to make up and fluff 
on. However when I started to give 
it serious thought and attention, it 
was a truly beneficial process where I 
learnt more about myself and about 
the teacher that I wanted to become. 
It was a great tool for reflection, which 
I believe is key to improving as a 
teacher. I will likely continue to use the 
Digital Portfolio to update my teaching 
philosophy and views on education as 
I go along my journey as a teacher. So, 
give this platform a chance to help you.

PRACTICUM: CHALLENGES I FACED

Practicum is not practicum without 
challenges. As young beginning 
teachers, we would frequently face 
setbacks and struggles as we tried  

 Through reflection 
and inquiry into our 

practice, we will be clear 
about the root cause of 

the problems and our own 
limitations.”

to do our best, inevitably feeling 
somewhat lost and perhaps even 
somewhat lousy or inadequate. It 
was certainly an anxious time – am 
I teaching well? Am I helping my 
students? Can I fulfil the expectations 
of my Cooperating Teachers (CTs)? 
Would I be able to manage the class? 
These questions are rather ubiquitous 
in practicum teachers, myself included. 
For myself, I was fortunately able to 
anticipate some of the problems I am 
more susceptible to, which allowed me 
to cope better with them when they 
happened. A strong support network 
from my CTs and School Coordinating 
Mentor (SCM) was also invaluable 
to me, especially during a period of 
burnout in the middle of practicum. 

Since challenges are inevitable, what 
is important then is not to avoid it,  
but to learn how to cope with and 
overcome them. That way, with every 
challenge we overcome, we grow and 
improve. In that sense, challenges 
are quests we should welcome as a 
growing opportunity. Of course, it is 
uncomfortable when we are dealing 
with them, but they will likely be fond 
memories of growth in hindsight. 
How do we cope with challenges  
then? I believe the key lies in self-
reflection and finding appropriate 
help. Through reflection and inquiry 
into our practice, we will be clear about 
the root cause of the problems and 
our own limitations. Thereafter, we 
will have to seek appropriate advice 
or assistance from CTs, the Internet or 
our peers. I hope I can illustrate what  
I mean through my personal 
experiences below.
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Classroom Management

Classroom management was an area  
I was worried about even before I 
entered NIE. I was not confident in 
dealing with classroom disruptions 
effectively. I was aware of my limitations 
in this area, which helped me to be 
ready to seek help when problems 
arose. My Secondary 2 class was difficult 
to manage, with several students prone 
to disruptions, and several others 
who tended to be disengaged and 
disinterested in lessons. Armed with 
the knowledge I gained in NIE, I started 
out my lessons with clear rules and 
expectations and was very strict with 
the class. I scolded them for every minor 
disruption with the fiercest face I could 
muster.

Initially, it worked. I could somewhat 
force the class to comply and behave, 
even if this varied in effectiveness 
depending on the time of the day.  
I thought I was doing well. However, I 
reflected on the situation and realised 
that dealing with each disruption 
and scolding individual students 
slowed down the pace of my lessons 
significantly. I also observed that 
whenever I stopped the lesson, I risked 
losing the students who tended to be 
disengaged. In addition, the classroom 
atmosphere was tense each time I did 
that. I did not enjoy my lessons, and 
I believe my students did not either. 
It was not sustainable as well; acting 
fierce and angry to scold my students 
was terribly draining for me. Therefore,  
self-reflection and observation showed 
me there were problems with my 
classroom management that I needed to 

resolve. I began to ask myself questions 
such as “Can I minimise classroom 
disruptions, instead of reacting to them?”

Two weeks later, I realised I could not 
manage the class as effectively anymore. 
More students were flouting the rules I 
set, and disruptions were getting more 
common. Clearly, I needed to improve 
my approach, and I sought help from 
various people over a few weeks. My  
CT invited me to observe how he started 
the first lesson with a class. Through 
observing his words and actions, and 
subsequently through discussion with 
him, I understood a key problem I 
had. I set clear rules and expectations, 
but there were no consequences! I did 
not clearly delineate consequences 
when rules were not followed, which 
eventually resulted in my rules 
being more of a white elephant. My 
enforcement of these rules was weak 
as a result. He explained to me that 
without consequences, students will 
begin to take my rules lightly, which 
is what I observed in my classroom. 
His words shone a light on my flawed 
understanding of classroom rules, and 
I set out to correct this mistake in the 
next lesson.

I talked to my other CT about the 
issue of slowing down the lesson. She 
recommended that I take the problem 
offline, to talk to the disruptive student 
individually outside of the class. I took 
up her suggestion and tried that the 
next lesson. I also decided to combine 
some of the things I had learnt in NIE, 
such as forming a social contract. I 
assigned some classroom work to the 
class and talked to a disruptive student 
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outside of the classroom. It took a while 
for both of us to be less confrontational, 
but eventually we shared our viewpoints 
and concerns and I got him to promise 
to behave in class.

It took a few more of such encounters 
and outside-classroom conversations, 
but eventually he became an attentive 
and engaged student during my 
lessons, so much so that I remember 
being both surprised and impressed. I 
took every opportunity to affirm him as 
well. This is certainly memorable for me. 
In hindsight, this solution or suggestion 
is frankly an obvious one that I should 
have known, but when I was facing the 
situation, I could not think of all these 
useful approaches. I think that applies 
for many of us; solutions to problems 
are seemingly out of our grasp when 
we are in the midst of the problem. 
That is perhaps why it is important 
to continuously reflect on what is 
plaguing us, to inquire about it and to 
seek appropriate help. Our mentors or 
peers are likely able to see the obvious 
solutions that are not obvious to us. And 
when they give useful advice, we ought 
to act on it.

It was not a bed of roses however; some 
students remained defiant regardless 
of how many times I attempted this. 
I rationalised that it was perhaps due 
to the limited time I had been teaching 
them, so the necessary rapport and 
trust was not built yet. I shared my 
experience on classroom management 
with my SCM during our Focused 
Conversations. It was an enriching 
session; by making my thought process 
and experience visible to her, I had 

a better understanding of where I 
succeeded and failed with regards to 
classroom management. Furthermore, 
she could understand my situation 
better and shared with me insightful 
and useful advice.

One of the most memorable moments 
was when she asked me: “Why are they 
behaving this way? What is the causal 
factor?” She highlighted that there are 
many causes for disruptive behaviour, 
even though the outcome (being 
disruptive) is the same. She shared with 
me that some of our students may come 
from dysfunctional families and may 
carry a heavy emotional baggage with 
them to the school. There is a lot we do 
not know about the child’s emotions, 
and we may accidentally trigger them, 
resulting in explosive reactions. This 
connected with me because I wanted to 
be aware of my students’ learning needs, 
but it seemed that I had not prioritised it 
as much as I had wanted to amidst the 
daily bustle. Our conversation helped 
me to understand where I should work 
on. We concluded that as teachers it 
is difficult to correct such emotional 
burdens, but a good way to improve the 
situation is to continue working on the 
teacher-student relationship I have with 
my students.

Interesting Lessons

One of the things important to my 
identity as a teacher was to teach in  
an interesting way, so that both my 
students and I can engage with the 
lesson. Hence, I decided to focus on 
Creative Teaching for my teaching 
practicum – one of the Graduand 
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Teacher Competencies. However, my 
limitation in this area is that I am not 
a creative person on my own. This 
presented a peculiar problem for me; 
I wanted to teach in an interesting 
manner, but I did not know interesting 
ways of teaching! Fortunately, I was 
aware that I needed ideas from others, 
so just as practicum started, I began to 
enquire among my friends for fun ways 
to teach. Thanks to their creative ideas, 
I was ready to be an interesting teacher.

I would like to share two of the ideas 
they shared which I applied in my 
lessons. I was starting the Biology topic 
on Nutrition in Plants (Photosynthesis), 
and I wanted to open the lesson 
with an interesting hook. My friend 
recommended starting the topic with 
a video titled “The Photosynthesis  
Song” which she came across on 
YouTube. I watched the video and 
found the song catchy and the video 
funny. More importantly, the content 
was pitched at an appropriate level. 
Therefore, I decided to use this music 
video to pique students’ interest while 
introducing them to certain concepts.

As my students streamed into the 
classroom, I played the video, and even 
danced briefly to the tune. I was quietly 
happy when I saw their surprised looks 
and curious expressions. After we 
greeted each other, I formally showed 
them the video to start the topic.  
I observed their reactions to the video, 
and it seemed they were rather engaged 
with the video. Later on, I found that 
the catchy tune was a memory aid for 
them to remember certain concepts.  
This interesting opening certainly 
helped to stir interest in the topic. 

Another approach I used was role-
playing to illustrate Ionic Bonding and 
Covalent Bonding in Chemistry. I had 
earlier tried to use magnets to illustrate 
the transfer and sharing of electrons 
respectively, but it failed spectacularly 
because my students could not visualise 
what I was attempting to show. Their 
confused faces motivated me to search 
and ask around for better ways to 
illustrate this concept, and eventually 
a friend recommended I use role-
play to make the concept relatable to  
students.

My creative friends who contributed creative ideas
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I got students to volunteer to be 
atoms of some elements and used 
gummy candies to represent electrons. 
I wanted students to ‘become’ the 
scientific constructs so that they could 
better visualise phenomenon which 
could be quite distant and abstract for 
them. I got the students to hold hands 
while having the candy in between 
their hands to illustrate the sharing of 
electrons in Covalent Bonding. While 
such a representation could be prone 
to misconceptions, it achieved the 
basic objective of helping students 
visualise this concept of the sharing 
of electrons. It was heartening to 
hear some students tell me after class 
that they now understood Covalent  
Bonding. In subsequent lessons, I also 
found that this role-play activity served  
as a prominent memory hook which 
helped students to recall what we had 
learnt earlier.

When entering the teaching service, 
try the adventurous pedagogies; you 
can always fall back on the traditional 
ones. I am grateful to my CTs for 
accommodating and encouraging me 
to try everything I wanted to try, which 
allowed me to learn and discover 
along the way. I will always remember 
the multiple times my CT encouraged 
me with “Try, just try any ideas you 
have. Regardless of whether they work  
or not, you will learn something  
from it.”

Practicum was also an avenue for me 
to test out ideas which I had learnt in 
NIE. One of these ideas is the use of 
Concept Cartoons which was taught to 
me by Prof Lee Yew Jin, who was also 

my NIE Supervisor. Concept Cartoons 
are a visual representation of ideas  
or viewpoints, designed to engage 
students and stimulate discussion. I used 
the Concept Cartoon to ask the question 
“Why do ionic compounds have a high 
melting point?” We had learnt about 
this concept in a previous lesson, so this 
activity aimed to sieve out and correct 
misconceptions as this is a topic that is 
prone to misconceptions. It achieved 
its basic objective of identifying and 
targeting misconceptions, but my use of 
this approach was not perfect.

After self-reflection and discussion with 
Prof Lee, we identified two criticisms 
of my lesson. Firstly, the viewpoints  
I put in my concept cartoon were too 
tricky, especially when this was the 
first time my students were exposed to 
this activity. Secondly, I did not afford 
enough time for students to discuss 
the viewpoints. It was certainly great 
for Prof Lee to observe my lessons 
from the back and offer me suggestions  
to improve.

As I taught at the front of the class, I 
would frequently be unaware of all 
my issues or idiosyncrasies. Having 
an observer’s perspective would give 
me a complete picture of how well my 
lesson went and how I could improve. 
In that sense, observations by my 
CT and NIE Supervisors were great 
opportunities for me to learn from their 
suggestions, and offered a platform 
on which to inquire and reflect into 
my practice. I truly enjoyed my post-
lesson discussions with them and took 
their advice and suggestions to heart. I 
urge you not to take observations as a 
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form of formal assessment, but rather 
a formative assessment through which 
you can improve.

As an aside, one of my CTs shared with 
me the power of filming ourselves 
teaching in class. These videos not only 
serve as a good memento, they are 
also a great tool for reflection and for 
improving our teaching. We can replay 
these videos in the comfort of the staff 
room and confront our inadequacies 
objectively. Coincidentally, I recently 
came across a video discussing the 
idea of using videos for professional 
development on Edutopia (an online 
education resource). It shared that 
filming ourselves teach is a form of  
visible learning – we see the perspective 
of our lessons from the students’ 
point of view, which can help us to 
understand where we should focus 
and work on. A quote I would like to 
share here is: “We often fall into the 
habit of making assumptions about 
what is going on in the classroom, and 
this is a chance to see our habits and 
patterns and recognise why they may 
not be effective.” (Edutopia, 2018). This 
is certainly a technique I would like to  
take advantage of to inquire into my 
teaching practice.

IMPROVING MY TEACHING – A JOURNEY 

No one enters the teaching service 
perfect; no one delivers incredibly 
effective lessons consistently from the 
first day. Even if there are such teachers, 
it is certainly not me! But the beauty of 
the teaching service is the idea that you 
do not have to be great; you just have 
to keep getting better every lesson,  
every week, every year. Perhaps it is 
idealistic, but I truly felt encouraged 
to keep growing during my time in 
practicum. The culture of mentorship 
and support is something I appreciate 
in the teaching service, although I 
acknowledge that this can vary from 
school to school.
 
Ultimately, teaching is a journey.  
It is a journey during which we keep 
getting better for both our students 
and ourselves. To embark and continue 
this journey, no matter which stage 
of our teaching career we are in, we 
must keep in mind the essence of self-
reflection and finding appropriate help. 
I believe this is the only way we can 
identify areas we truly need to improve, 
and subsequently effectively improve 
with the help of others. There is always 
something to get better at, there are 
always more things to try, which in  
my opinion is the best thing about 
teaching; it would be so boring if there 
was nothing left to improve. Hence, 
teaching is an interesting journey 
of inquiry and growth. Challenging  
at times, yes, but it is as interesting as 
you let this journey be.

 There is always  
something to get better  

at, there are always more 
things to try, which in my 
opinion is the best thing  

about teaching.”
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WHY BE A CHINESE TEACHER?

Hello there! My name is Desiree and I am also known as 洪 (hóng)  
老师 and/or 红 (hóng) 老师1 (Teacher Red) in school. I graduated from  
the National Institute of Education (NIE) with a Bachelor of Arts 
(Education), majoring in Chinese Language. When I first took up this 
course, many family members and friends were skeptical about my 
choice. They advised that I should “secure” a degree before entering 
NIE. However, I was already certain of my career choice. Thus, I headed 
forward despite their concerns. As we had four years of training, the 
modules, practicums and PPI modules were paced evenly between 
semesters. This helped to pace my learning and mentally prepare 
myself to be a well-equipped teacher. Fast forward four years, and  
I am proud to say that this was the best decision I had made.

TEACHER RED（红老师） 
DESIREE ANG EE CHIN, BACHELOR OF ARTS (EDUCATION) PRIMARY JULY 2014

I have graduated!

You might be wondering, of all jobs, 
why take up teaching? And why  
teach Chinese?
 
I was an introvert in my younger 
days, until a teacher scouted me to 
be the emcee for school events and 
invited me to join the student council. 
These leadership experiences helped  
to hone my public speaking skills, 
shaping an outgoing and cheerful 
disposition in me. As such, I am now a 
person who enjoys interactions with 
people. This would not be possible 
without my teacher who believed in 
me, and gave me the chance to unleash 
my inner potential. I was very inspired 
by her, and therefore I wished to 
become someone who can also make  
a difference in a child’s life. 

1 Students often replace my original surname with “红”, just because it is an easier and more relatable word to write.
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Coming from a traditional Chinese 
family, I was exposed to a large amount 
of the language and culture since 
young. Naturally, the love for Chinese  
language and culture grew in me, and  
I would like to pass down this passion  
to the next generation.

STARTING FROM ZERO

When I first entered NIE, I  
remembered being tasked to write 
a teaching philosophy during one 
of the PPI lessons. As I had zero 
teaching experience and exposure to 
educational studies prior to entering 
NIE, I was lost. I did not know what 
and how a teaching philosophy should 
look like. I recalled my first teaching 
philosophy to be a simple one-liner:  
“To pass down the love for Chinese to 
the future generations”. 

When school started, I attended 
classes such as AED20A Classroom 
Management at the primary level and 
AED106 Educational Psychology, and 
was exposed to educational theories 
and how they can be put to use. The 
practicums also played an important 
role in structuring my teaching 
philosophy and finding my identity as  
a teacher. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

As a teacher, I feel that one must be 
able to strike a balance between being 
Fair, Firm and Fun. Firstly, I believe that 
teachers should be fair and impartial 
to all students. This is done by giving 
everyone equal opportunity to express 

themselves and by avoiding selecting 
the same students to answer questions. 
Although this might seem minute, I 
noticed the vast difference it made 
towards the classroom climate.

During Teaching Practice 1 (TP 1), my 
Cooperating Teacher (CT) usually called 
approximately 95% of her students  
to answer her questions during a one- 
hour lesson. The class was lively and 
proactive in discussions. When I took 
over her class, I would usually call 
the same few names as I needed 
some time to remember their names.  
I noticed that towards the end of class, 
students whose names were not called 
started to feel restless and disengaged. 
Bucholz and Sheffler (2009) suggests 
that an engaging class that fosters 
participation can lead to an increase 
in academic achievement and develop 
a sense of pride and belonging, hence  
it is important that I fulfil the first ‘F’ – 
Fair - in my future classrooms.

Secondly, I want to be Firm when  
dealing with children, and have a strong 
stand in decision-making. This was 
something I lacked during Teaching 

My teaching philosophy model 
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Practice 1. I would generally tend to be 
“too nice” to my students and they took 
advantage of my kindness. According 
to Coloroso (1994), she believes that 
being firm does not necessarily mean 
instilling a sense of fear in students. 
As long as teachers set ground rules 
and list reasonable consequences with 
the students when they misbehave, 
this will allow them to develop self-
discipline over time. I practiced this at 
the start of Teaching Practice 2 with 
a Primary 5 class, and the outcome  
turned out well. Initially, constant 
reminders were needed throughout 
the lessons. However, after two to 
three weeks, when the students got 
the hang of it, it became easier, and  
by the end of ten weeks, it was 
completely inculcated in them.

Lastly, I want to make learning an 
enjoyable process for the students. I 
have decided to include the last ‘F’ – 
Fun - in my teaching philosophy in my 
second year at NIE, after attending 
AED107 ICT for Meaningful Learning 
and visiting Sweden, Linköping for 
my five-week teaching assistantship.  
In AED107, we were first taught to 
infuse different learning methods, such 
as self-directed learning, cooperative 
learning, collaborative learning into ICT 
platforms, then tasked to implement a 
lesson using these platforms. After our 
presentations, we were given access to 
our peers’ work to see what we could 
improve on. I feel that with the growing 
reliance on ICT in the 21st century, it  
is a necessity in our classrooms for 
students’ learning.

Science lesson in Linköping
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Conversely, the teachers in Linköping 
do not often use ICT tools in class. 
However, they use a lot of hands-
on teaching methods, which include 
bringing students out of the classrooms 
to learn. There was a Science lesson 
on plants which I remember vividly. 
My Cooperating Teacher (CT), Jonny,  
wanted to teach students on the 
structure of a Vitsippa flower (a spring 
flower common in Swedish forests). 
After giving a rough introduction of 
Vitsippa to his students, he asked them 
to go out of class to pluck a Vitsippa 
each. They then had to dissect the  
plant and stick the correct parts into 
the given boxes. By using this method, 
students link real life context with the 
knowledge they have just learnt from 
the textbook. When speaking to my CT, 
he felt that bringing learning out of the 
classroom is a very important factor. 
Learning should not be confined within 
four walls, and one genuinely learns 
only when they get to experience it 
first-hand. True enough, everyone was 
participating actively and they managed 
to finish the task within an hour.

Apart from incorporating fun teaching 
strategies into learning, humour can 
also be a useful teaching tool. Jonny is 
a jovial and bubbly man. Seeing how 
he inserts humour in his lessons, I 
noticed that it helps to relieve stress  
and tension in both students 

 Learning should not be confined within 
four walls, and one genuinely learns only 

when they get to experience it first-hand.”

and teachers, while fostering a  
friendly environment simultaneously. 
However, he also made sure that 
students do not take such privileges 
for granted and cross boundaries. They 
must show mutual respect, understand 
the ground rules and the consequences 
of breaking them.

In conclusion, I feel that every action 
a teacher takes holds the power to 
shape a child’s future. Besides guiding 
students in differentiating between  
right and wrong, teachers must also 
be able to make learning an enjoyable 
process. Hence, having 3Fs as my 
teaching philosophy provides a clearer 
insight on the type of teacher I want  
to be.

My CT in Linköping, Sweden 
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TEACHING PRACTICE 2
 
Teaching Practice 2 (TP2) is considered 
a final “checkpoint” for student teachers 
before we officially become a full 
fledged teacher. This practicum is also 
a platform for us to put everything we 
have learnt in NIE into practice. I was 
posted to a primary school, where I was 
assigned to observe and teach three 
classes - 2C1, 3C5 and 5HC1. Instead of 
the usual two classes a student teacher 
receives during practicum, my School 
Cooperating Manager (SCM), Mrs Raj 
explained her rationale for allocating 
three classes. She felt that practicum is 
the best time to accept new challenges 
and try new learning strategies. Hence, 
with guided help from the CTs, she 
wanted me to experience teaching a 
high progress class – 5HC1 (Higher 
Chinese class), a mixed abilities class – 
2C1, and a low progress class – 3C5. 

We were allowed to observe a week 
of our CT’s teachings, another week 
of parallel teaching, followed by eight 
weeks of solo-teaching. During my 
observation, I jotted down notes on 
the different class dynamics and types 
of teaching styles my CTs used. As 
I proceeded with my solo-teaching, 
several challenges surfaced along  
the way. 

CLASS PROFILES AND CHALLENGES 
FACED

Class 2C1

2C1 was made up of 31 enthusiastic 
individuals. As there was no banding 
for lower primary classes, the students 

were of mixed abilities, thus increasing 
the difficulty in setting my lesson 
objectives. Furthermore, as that was  
the first time I was assigned to teach 
a lower primary class, classroom 
management was another main 
concern. Some challenges I faced 
during the first six weeks of TP 2 were:  
1) Students were always speaking 
without raising their hands, 2) Always 
wanting to go to the washroom, 
3) Crying over trivial matters, 4)
Complaining about peers. When 
delivering lessons, I realised that I 
spent a lot of time giving instructions 
and explaining concepts, resulting in 
me not being able to complete the 
tasks for the day. Adding on to this,  
as students were accustomed to my 
CT’s style of teaching, they did not react  
well to the new teaching strategies that 
I employed.

Class 3C5

The students in this class were generally 
weaker in Chinese. They showed little 
interest in Chinese and were easily 
disengaged in class. Although this class 
comprised only 25 students, some 
students displayed behavioural issues 
and could tend to turn boisterous, hence 
a lot of attention was required. In my 
notebook, I described them to be as 
unpredictable as Singapore’s weather, 
hence I always had to be on guard, and 
be prepared for any situation. Another 
challenge I faced in this class was that 
I was unable to set reasonable lesson 
objectives suited to their learning needs. 
I often set tasks which were too difficult 
to achieve, producing unsatisfactory 
learning outcomes. 
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Class 5HCL1

The students in this class were taking 
the Higher Chinese curriculum, and they 
were a bunch of witty and task-oriented 
students. Coincidentally, I taught them 
during TP 1 when they were in Primary 
4, thus the rapport between us had 
already been built. However, this posed 
problems as well, as students started 
to cross the line, asking me personal 
questions, which interrupted lesson 
time. Another problem was that the 
activities and guiding questions planned 
for them were not mind-stretching 
enough. Students finished their tasks 
quickly and felt restless easily. 

MY INQUIRY PROCESS DURING TP 2

After listing out the challenges faced 
in my respective classes, I spoke to my  

CTs and SCM about them and reflected 
on why they surfaced. The main reasons 
were a lack of teaching experience 
and not abiding by the ground rules 
which I had set. Specifically, for 5HCL1,  
I felt that I had a “fixed” mindset while 
planning my lessons. I was worried 
that if my lesson objectives were too 
challenging, they might not be able to 
comprehend me. Upon reflection, I 
formulated two questions to help me 
through my inquiry process: 1) What 
can I do to make up for my lack of 
experience in teaching? 2) How can I 
make my classroom a more conducive 
learning environment?

To organise my thoughts, I went  
through the Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTCs) booklet and 
selected the following competencies to 
adjust my teaching: 

Core Competency 1: Providing Quality Learning of Child

Definitions: (a):
Using different 
methods to 
meet the 
needs of 
students

(b):  
Encourages 
pupils to see 
learning as 
meaningful

(c):  
Uses 
instructional 
strategies to 
teach concepts

(d): 
Management 
of learners 
and learning 

Methods used 
in class:

• Implementing hands-on 
activities

• Picture book comes alive
• Linking topics to real life 

contexts

• Cooperative 
learning

• Creates and 
maintains 
an effective 
classroom 
environment
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Implementing Hands-On Activities

I observed that most students from the 
mixed abilities (2C1) and low progress 
(3C5) classes were visual learners. 
Hence, hands-on activities were needed 
in order to capture their attention. 
Thus, I implemented the “green and  
red lollipop sticks” to check for students’ 
understanding on the words they 
learnt. It could be either on whether 
they understood the meaning of that 
particular word, or if they were able to 
recognise the form of each word.

The lollipop sticks were coloured red 
on one side, and green on the other. 
At the end of the lesson, I would pass 
each student a stick and display the 
PowerPoint slides on the screen. Each 

slide consisted of two words or pictures 
(depending on what I was checking for), 
one inside the red circle, and another 
inside the green circle. The correct 
word was what the students had learnt 
in class, and the incorrect word was 
one with an appearance similar to the 
correct word. After announcing the word 
which I wanted the students to look out 
for, they were given three seconds to 
identify the correct word by raising their 
sticks with the corresponding colour. 

I would replay this game two or three 
times. By doing so, I could gauge 
which students were not certain of the  
words. I would get them to reiterate  
the meaning of these words to me  
again, or ask their learning buddy to 
explain it to them. 

Green and red lollipop game with class 2C1 and class 
3C5

 “Fill-in the correct strokes” activity with class 3C5
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Teaching your students to write  
perfectly can be one of the bigger 
challenges faced by lower and middle 
primary Chinese teachers. While 
marking writing books from 3C5, I 
realised many students made frequent 
mistakes on particular strokes in certain 
words, despite me having taught them. 
To address this, I used a white box  
to cover up the trickier strokes within 
these words. Students were chosen 
using the Class123 app (an app for 
classroom management) to fill in the 
correct strokes. If they made a mistake, 
another student would be called to 
edit from what the previous student  
had written.

I also noticed that students from 
3C5 were unable to recognise and 
understand these four sequential 
vocabularies: 首先 firstly、 接着

next、然后 then、最后 lastly. These 
words are essential for speaking and 
writing. Hence, my CT suggested that 
I spend two periods teaching these 
vocabularies and how to put them 
into use. To incorporate a hands-on 
activity into my lesson, I prepared a 
game specially for them. I made four 
placards, each with one word written 

on it. Four students were chosen to 
randomly pick a placard. Upon flipping 
them over, they were given ten seconds 
to arrange themselves according to  
the correct sequence.

I could tell that the students enjoyed 
themselves when we played these 
activities. They got very excited and 
the class atmosphere became livelier.  
They were generally more attentive 
because they were enjoying their 
learning. Also, the learning outcomes 
were significantly better than previous 
lessons as I learnt to set simpler lesson 
objectives to suit their learning needs. 

Picture Book Comes Alive

Hands-on activity for class 3C5

Picture book for Primary 2 curriculum
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For the lower primary syllabus, picture 
books are provided as part of the 
curriculum. They are used to train 
students in speech and language skills. 
In the teaching resource guidelines,  
it is recommended for students to 
be seated on the floor at the front 
of the classroom during the lessons. 
I discussed with my CT to see if this 
was feasible, and she told me that 
students might not be used to the idea 
of gathering at the front as she seldom 
asks them to do so. 

When I tried this for the first time with 
2C1, there were indeed many hiccups. 
Students were complaining that their 
peers were blocking them and they 
were unable to learn well. When I  
asked for feedback, three quarters of 
the class preferred to be seated in their 
original positions and for the picture 
book to be read through the visualiser. 

However, I wanted my lesson to be fun 
for them, so I converted the picture  
book into a video. I used pictures 
from the picture book, added voice  
overs, sound effects and animations to 
make the story look like an animation. 
When I played it, students loved it 
and requested to play it a second 
time. They were excited and raised 
a lot of questions. Compared to the 
previous lesson, they were extremely 
participative this time round. Through 
this experience, I learnt that listening 
to students’ timely feedback and the 
willingness to make changes to your 
lessons are the key to meaningful 
lessons.

Linking Topics to Real Life Contexts

As class 5HCL1 belonged to the high 
progress learning group, I decided to 
expand their knowledge beyond the 

Linking the Primary 5 Higher Chinese textbook to real life contexts
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textbook by linking topics to real life 
contexts. I believe that by doing so, it 
helps to deepen their understanding of 
a certain topic, which could be useful for 
answering open-ended comprehension 
questions and composition writing. 
As I was looking through the Primary 
5 Higher Chinese syllabus, I realised it 
was possible to do so with most of the  
topics. One example was the text in 
Chapter 10. 

The text in Chapter 10 was about a 
little boy burying a box filled with his 
prized possessions underground as 
the Nazis invaded his country. In order 
for him to remember where he buried 
it, he counted ten steps from the 
entrance of his house. When the war 
ended a few years later, he returned 
to his hometown to retrieve his box. 
He counted ten steps from his house 
entrance, but he could not find the box. 
He did not realise that he grew over  
the years and his footsteps became 
wider, thus he required fewer steps to 
reach the exact spot. The moral of this 
story was to raise students’ awareness 
of the ever-changing environment 
around them. 

While I was reading this text, I was 
reminded of Anne Frank; she too hid 
her precious diary from the Nazis during 
wartime. Hence, I used this chance to 
share more about Anne Frank and her 
diary entries. I ended off my lesson with 
a question linked to the moral of this 
story, probing students to think of what 
are some of the changes happening 
around them. Students were able 
to stretch their thinking and replied 
with answers such as the increasing 

reliance on technology, and shopping 
using online platforms. I could tell that 
they enjoyed this style of teaching as it 
satisfied their inquisitive minds. 

Cooperative Learning (Jigsaw  
Group Work)

Diary entries of Eskimos

Instructions for conducting Jigsaw Group Work

The most basic type of group work 
is to work collaboratively. I did this 
many times with 5HCL1. While 
conducting collaborative group work,  
I noticed that most students in class 
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were individuals with many opinions. 
Thus, it struck me that I should allow 
them have the authority to become 
“teachers” as well. Therefore, I decided 
to try out a collaborative activity known 
as Jigsaw Group Work. 

The topic I was teaching was on the lives 
of Eskimos. Students were first seated 
in their original groups. They received  
an expert group number (either 1, 
2, 3 or 4) and they gathered in their 
expert groups to read a diary entry of 
an Eskimo. Next, they were tasked to 
complete a worksheet. When time was 
up, experts returned to their original 
group and shared more about their 
respective parts. By doing so, I could 
tell that some groups were sharing the 

information discussed in their expert 
groups, making sure that their group 
members absorbed the knowledge 
well. With the constant movement 
around the class, and by giving them 
the opportunity to teach, students felt  
more energised and the learning 
environment was conducive.

Creating and Maintaining an Effective 
Classroom Environment 

To make up for my lack of teaching 
experience in school, I observed 
different classroom management skills 
from my CTs and the other Mother 
Tongue teachers. Through this process, 
I jotted down ways to handle classes  
of different levels and abilities.

Start-up routine for 3C5
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For instance, I noticed that my P3C5 
students took a long time to settle down 
before Chinese class. To quicken the 
settling down process, I would play a 
three-minute Chinese cartoon video.  
On days where I did not play a video, 
I would display a start-up routine on 
the screen. The students’ attention 
would naturally be on the screen, and 
they followed the instructions given. I  
noticed that the waiting time was 
shortened from ten minutes to five 
minutes when I carried out these 
activities. 

To solve the issue of taking a lot of  
time to explain concepts and give 
instructions, I created slides with 
pictures and simple words on 
PowerPoint slides instead of explaining 
verbally. This helped the students to 
understand better as the Primary 2 

students were visual learners. The 
slides also allowed me to recall what I 
wanted to say. Lastly, to manage 2C1’s 
trivial complaints, unnecessary requests 
and habit of speaking abruptly, I tried  
to use tactical ignoring. With that, 
students got the memo that they should 
raise their hands before speaking, 
and to ask appropriate questions at  
the right time. With all these strategies 
implemented, I observed a comparative 
improvement in me from the start till 
the end of practicum.

Another core competency that 
sustained my inquiry process was 
reflective thinking. After conducting a 
lesson, I would jot down my thoughts 
in my notebook and think of ways to 
be better. This allowed me to be critical 
towards my subsequent lesson plans, 
questioning if the strategies chosen 
were the best choice.

Survey form for 5HCL1

Using pictures and simple words to explain concepts 
and give instructions
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To conclude my practicum in WGPS,  
I also conducted a survey with 5HCL1 
to gather a final feedback on my 
past ten weeks of teaching. I felt that 
students are the ones that teachers  
interact directly with daily, thus their 
opinions mattered the most.

I chose the Primary 5 students as my 
target audience as I believed they 
were mature enough to pass objective 
remarks on my image as a teacher 
and teaching styles. From the survey 
results, I concluded that the students 
loved doing group work the most. 

Core Competency: Reflective thinking

Targeted students: Primary 5 HCL (36 students)

Artefact used: Survey (choice selection and open-ended)

Outcomes: I will be able to understand:

1. What kind of teacher am I from the perspective of 
students?

2. What kind of learning styles do they enjoy most?

Questions: Favourite teaching styles/lessons

1. Most memorable lesson

2. What kind of teacher do the students portray me as?

3. Areas for improvement
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 The inquiry process extends beyond practicum. 
As long as you are in the teaching fraternity, this 

process should never stop. With that, your teaching 
journey will then be a meaningful one.”

Almost all students voted collaborative 
learning as their favorite teaching style 
and cooperative learning lessons as 
the most memorable lesson. Three 
quarters of the students portrayed 
me as a responsible, knowledgeable 
and interesting teacher. However, 
less than half of the students in class  
felt that I was humorous, and a small 
amount of students even felt that I  
was naggy. Under the areas for 
improvement segment, students  
thought I should create more variations 
of group activities, be more humorous 
yet more firm at the same time,  
and speak slightly faster. 

Although this data collected is not 
a representation of all the students 
I taught, it is enough to identify my 

strengths, flaws and the direction I 
should steer my teaching style towards 
in future. All in all, this inquiry process 
helped to progressively build my  
identity as a teacher. It paved a clearer 
path for my transition from a student 
to a full-fledged teacher. Even though 
it has been months since I graduated 
from NIE, it has become a habit to reflect  
after every lesson. I also brought over 
some implementations from practicum 
to my current classes and created new 
ones based on each class's dynamics.

In conclusion, I strongly feel that 
the inquiry process extends beyond 
practicum. As long as you are in the 
teaching fraternity, this process should 
never stop. With that, your teaching 
journey will then be a meaningful one. 
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INTRODUCTION

Within the context of teacher education, the digital portfolio is recognised  
as a powerful tool for self-management, reflective practice, building 
connections, showcasing oneself, and lifelong learning. It allows the student 
teacher to reflect, share and plan their own learning goals (Anderson & 
DeMeulle, 1998; Banks, 2004; Foley, 2008; Strudler & Wetzel, 2005).

In 2010, digital portfolios were introduced into NIE as a result of the TE21 
review. Arising from the main recommendations of the TE21 report, the 
digital portfolio was introduced in view of its utility as a vehicle for student 
teachers to chart their learning journey, develop their personal teaching 
philosophy, enable the crystallisation of their teacher identity, and facilitate 
reflection. The digital portfolio further allowed student teachers to provide 
evidence for the theory-practice nexus, as well as the integration of Values, 
Skills and Knowledge (V3SK) and their attainment of the Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTCs) (Tan, Liu, & Low, 2017).

THE NIE DIGITAL PORTFOLIO FOR 
LEARNING, TEACHING AND INQUIRY

DR. STEFANIE CHYE

THE NIE DIGITAL PORTFOLIO

The NIE Digital Portfolio is referred to 
as the “Learning and Teaching Portfolio”  
to highlight the continuum in its 
purpose to chart the development  
of a student teacher at NIE, his/her 
induction as a beginning teacher,  
and his/her eventual professional 
development as a skilful (or trained) 
teacher (Tan et al., 2017). It is defined  

as “an electronic collection of authentic 
and diverse evidence of a student 
teacher’s learning and achievements 
over time, on which he/she has 
reflected and designed for personal 
development, as well as for presentation 
to audiences for specific purposes”.  
This model and definition were to  
be the guiding principles behind 
the eventual prototype of the digital 
portfolio. 

Acknowledgements: Sincere thanks to Mr. Chris Chua and Ms. Berlinda Khu from the PPI Unit for their ideas, insights, 
comments and contributions.



192

IN
Q

U
IRIN

G
 IN

TO
 PRACTICE: LEARN

IN
G

 FO
R TEACH

IN
G

, LEARN
IN

G
 FRO

M
 TEACH

IN
G

Learning
portfolio

Showcase
portfolio

Pre-service
Training

•Practicum
•Induction 
 of BT

•Beginning 
  Teacher
•Trained
  Teacher

Teaching
portfolio

NIE‘s Teaching and Learning Digital Portfolio Continuum 

INITIAL DESIGN OF THE NIE DIGITAL 
PORTFOLIO

Initial iterations of the NIE digital 
portfolio were designed to facilitate 
student teachers‘ collection and 
organisation of content and artefacts 
during their courses and practicum, 
their reflections, and presentations. 
Using the platform, peers and tutors 
could interact and provide feedback on 
artefacts. Specifically, it was designed 

The Digital Portfolio Process

to facilitate the following process as 
represented in the TE21 Report (NIE, 
2010) (Refer to diagram below).

To support the student teachers in 
these tasks, a one-hour weekly course 
was offered to guide them through the 
process of portfolio construction and 
the various deliverables. Additional 
guidance was provided through video 
tutorials within the portfolio platform, 
and training sessions were conducted 

collect

reflect

organise

feedback
revise

access

collaborate
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LEARNING FOR TEACHING AND 
LEARNING FROM TEACHING AS PART 
OF A CONTINUOUS INQUIRY PROCESS

Increasingly, the process of learning 
to teach, and deepening expertise in 
one’s teaching, is acknowledged to be 
a continuous inquiry-based process 
that involves both learning for teaching 
and learning from teaching. Apart from 
integrating, aggregating and reflection, 
it is also about engaging in a continuous 
cycle of systematic, evidence-based 

inquiry, action, improvement, positive 
change and reform (Dana & Yendol-
Hoppey, 2009; Liu, Koh, & Chua, 2017; 
Tan et al., 2017). Inquiry is more than just 
reflection. Inquiry is more intentional  
and more visible (Dana & Yendol-
Hoppey, 2009). Learning from teaching 
involves professional inquiry and is 
represented in the model below.

From this perspective, if learning to 
teach extends beyond technique and 
content, and is more fundamentally 
inquiry-based in nature, then an 
important question is how we can 
better represent learning as involving 
a continuous process of systematic 
refinement (Dunne, 1993). Smits and 
colleagues (2005) suggest that such 
learning requires that we focus not 
on documenting final products but 

The Model of Professional Inquiry (Adapted from Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2009)

Model of Professional Inquiry

6. Share 
Findings

1. Craft Inquiry 
Question

2. Collect  
Data

3. Analyse 
Data and 
Literature

5. Make 
Changes in 

Practice

4. Share 
Findings

by the then Centre for e-Learning (CeL) 
for all academic staff and students 
involved. Templates and digital portfolio 
tasks were created to help the student 
teachers document and organise 
mandatory artefacts or curate their own 
personal artefacts for uploading.
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on analysing learning, teaching and  
inquiry as a “lived” and “living object”.

In the context of NIE, this means moving 
beyond the aggregating and integrative 
functions of the digital portfolio – the 
learning for teaching – to facilitating 
learning from teaching. It means  
viewing learning for teaching and 
learning from teaching not as separate 
processes but one and the same, and 
making affordances for both.

In 2011, we saw a shift towards the 
emphasis on inquiry-based learning 
with the implementation of the 
Enhanced Practicum Model (NIE, 
2012). Structured time in the form of 
Focused Conversations was created for 
student teachers to present, reflect and 
discuss their learning and reflections 
with NIE and school mentors. Student 
teachers were provided the experience 
of thinking about the types of data 
that could be collected, carried out 
actual inquiry, and considered how 
inquiry could facilitate deeper learning.  
During this time, student teachers 
could share their learning journey 
using the digital portfolio as a space 
for showcasing to various stakeholders 
in schools and members of the  
NIE community (Liu et al., 2017). A 
course on Professional Practice and 
Inquiry (PPI) was introduced in 2014 
to complement the digital portfolio 
and further support the culture and 
practices of inquiry (Liu et al., 2017).

Yet while the digital portfolio natively 
supports inquiry into learning and 
teaching, its full potential as a tool and 

site for inquiry can still be harnessed 
more completely. 

THE DIGITAL PORTFOLIO AS A TOOL 
AND SITE FOR INQUIRY

Digital portfolios allow us to document 
how inquiry lives in practice. Digital 
portfolios are a way to promote, extend, 
and understand the development of 
inquiry-based teaching and learning, 
and a way to generate concrete  
evidence that our student teachers are 
becoming autonomous, thoughtful, 
rigorous, and reflective teaching 
professionals (Shepherd & Hannafin, 
2011; Smits et al., 2005).

Important to the act of inquiry are 
the documentation of a student 
teacher’s learning path and process, 
and the formation of rich knowledge 
created through reflection upon this 
documentation. In this sense, the 
documentation process does not  
create a definitive end product but 
leads to a portfolio that is open to 
continual reflection and re-examination, 
and which allows us to understand 
and read what is going on in practice. 
This becomes researchable, open for 
discussion and change, and represents 
student teachers’ inquiry into teaching 
(e.g., Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 1999).

Digital portfolios allow student teachers 
to create a coherent narrative of past, 
present and future. Consequently, 
Nguyen (2013) coins the term “living 
portals” to more accurately represent 
digital portfolios: “Living”, which refers 
to a dynamic representation that is 
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continually reinterpreted by both 
student and viewer, and “Portal” to 
capture the idea of the digital portfolio 
as a medium for understanding as 
opposed to a technological tool.

Applied to the present context, this 
challenges us to consider how best 
to harness the affordances of the 
NIE digital portfolio to enable inquiry 
into practice, and to create a “living” 
learning object. The digital portfolio 
at NIE is currently a work in progress 
where we are seeking to enhance its 
features based on user feedback and 
changing needs. We envisage the new 
digital portfolio to comprise enhanced 
features that provide affordances for: 

Steps in Inquiring 
into Practice

Affordances of the Digital Portfolio

1. Craft Inquiry 
Question

Access to personalised library of artefacts and reflections. 
Visualisation and geo-contextual tools facilitate identification 
of potential areas to investigate. 

2. Collect Data Data integration and access to personalised library of 
artefacts facilitate access to meaningful data sets for analysis. 
Multimodality presents data in multiple perspectives. 

3. Analyse Data and 
Literature

Visualisation and analytical tools facilitate understanding of 
complex data sets. Access to spreadsheet functions allow 
coding and data organisation. 

4. Share Findings Collaboration and presentation tools provide avenues to check 
findings, collaborate and share. Visualisation and interactive 
tools support the articulation of complex concepts. 

5. Make Changes in 
Practice

Multimodal data collection supports in situ field observations 
and documentation. Geo-contextual tools assist to visualise 
and make sense of geographical implications on data. 

• greater synergy between NIE and 
MOE platforms

• greater automation and multimodality
• greater collaborative functions and 

interactivity
• inbuilt applications and services
• visualisation and geo-contextual tools
• supporting greater and more 

seamless integration and  
aggregation of teacher learning

• harnessing the potentials and 
possibilities offered by learning and 
teaching analytics

We propose the following features 
of the digital portfolio, which may  
help us attain the goal of inquiring into 
practice:
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Beyond supporting student teachers 
in their portfolio building work as a 
repository and tool for reflection and 
self-improvement, the digital portfolio 
can now also function as a mirror and 
map for student teachers’ pathways 
for development, and allow them to 
systematically examine, develop and 
refine their teaching over time (e.g., 
Loughran & Corrigan, 1995).

With the new features, we anticipate 
that the enhanced digital portfolio will 
enable student teachers to make their 
inquiry process even more explicit, as 
reflective practitioners, from the start 
of their initial teacher preparation 
programme to beyond graduation. The 
features of the enhanced platform will 
allow student teachers to make their 
thoughts and actions visible, anytime, 
anywhere, with relevant artefacts and 
resources to support their learning 
and teaching. This digital portfolio is 
expected to serve as a tool that supports 
student teachers’ inquiry into their own 
professional practice. It could serve as  
a “living portal” (Nguyen, 2013) 
where they can upload videos of 
their own teaching practice, plans, 

and systematically document their 
deepening journey in learning to teach.

TAKING THE NIE DIGITAL PORTFOLIO 
INTO THE FUTURE

Almost a decade after the initial pilot, 
the NIE digital portfolio continues to 
retain its importance, with the potential 
to increase in significance. Even as we 
continue to explore the possibilities of 
the digital platform and what it offers 
to inquiry-based learning, we envision 
that the digital portfolio will become a 
site of inquiry and dialogue for a triadic 
relationship between student teachers, 
faculty at the NIE, and partner teachers 
and leaders at schools. We see potential 
for the digital portfolio in supporting 
MOE focal areas such as differentiated 
instruction and assessment for learning. 
Prospects are evident in terms of the 
digital portfolio sustaining learning 
that is life-long, life-deep, life-wide and 
life-wise. As a team, we endeavour 
to more deeply and richly support 
student teachers’ learning and teaching, 
the aims of teacher education, NIE’s 
strategic visions and MOE’s initiatives – 
for that is our goal.

Steps in Inquiring 
into Practice

Affordances of the Digital Portfolio

6. Share Findings Social and collaborative functions facilitate propagation 
of findings and elicit further feedback. Multimodality and 
interactivity facilitate audience interaction with published 
data sets in a “Digital Poster”. 
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