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Foreword 

“Begin with an end in mind” may be an old adage, but it still rings 
true as ever when it comes to educating a new generation of 
young people. Teaching is more than just standing in front of a 
classroom and imparting knowledge to curious learners. It is about 
embarking on a journey that is undeniably arduous yet fulfilling 
and with one goal—to inculcate a lifelong love for learning in our 
children and youths. 

As the world changes at a disorientating speed, one thing 
remained constant— the passion of our teachers. This passion was 
underscored during the recent global crisis which pushed many 
of us beyond our comfort zones. The disruption to teaching and 
learning that came with the COVID-19 pandemic was inevitable. 
Yet, our teachers remained strong in their dedication to our students 
even when it involved stepping out of familiar ways into the unknown. 
Undoubtedly, it was the same for our students. They, too, had to 
make changes in their routines so they could continue with their 
learning away from the conducive environments of their classrooms. 
The nationwide transition to home-based learning was a challenging 
one, but that passion and commitment from our teaching fraternity 
have taken us towards a new paradigm of learning and teaching 
for Singapore.

When Singapore’s first national teacher education institute was 
established by the British colonial government in 1950, its goal 
was to provide every child with a formal education through quality 
teacher education. Today, the National Institute of Education 
remains an integral part of Singapore’s education for its role in 
educating successful school leaders and teachers throughout their 
professional careers.



To celebrate NIE’s 70th anniversary this year, we look back at the 
successes and struggles of some educators who have made a 
huge impact on education in Singapore. They are all pioneers 
of education in their own unique ways. We have compiled their 
stories into this inaugural commemorative book from which we can 
also draw guidance for our future. I have been inspired by these 
educators and their personal stories of knowledge, dedication and 
passion. I am sure you will be, too. Enjoy the book! 

Professor Christine Goh 
Director 
National Institute of Education, 
Nanyang Technological University, 
Singapore



Preface

The education landscape is one that is complex; it constantly grows 
and evolves especially during the most difficult and challenging 
times. The past few decades have seen huge shifts in the ways 
our young learners engage with the world, resulting in a greater 
emphasis on 21st century learning, and how teachers enact lessons 
and interact with their students. The constant endeavour to improve 
and to adapt, including changing mindsets about how education is 
like, has led Singapore to what it is today. Our children are growing 
up with increasing curiosity, passion and character, and they are 
our nation’s pride. Our tomorrow depends on them, and we have 
to thank our educators for their contributions.

Teaching has never been easy and will never be. The more we 
delve into the science and art surrounding the craft of teaching and 
learning, we are confronted with its complexities, yet also its eminent 
purpose and calling. Being a teacher takes patience because we 
know success, in particular its character-building emphasis, does 
not occur overnight. Teaching takes intricate skill and wisdom; 
teachers inevitably adorn a lifelong learning disposition to keep 
their lessons ever alive and relevant to their students. When we 
step into the classroom, with all the little faces staring at us, we 
know that the extent of students’ “joy of learning” and “learning for 
life” depends on us. Unlike other professions, teaching never stops 
even beyond the “working hours”. With passion and commitment 
to the teaching profession, we touch the lives of our learners, and 
give them hope for both the present and a better tomorrow.

While we take the time now to celebrate how far we have come today 
as educators, let us also bring you 30–50 years back when our 



pioneers in education first stepped foot into the teaching profession. 
These educator-pioneers have impacted our education system, be 
it in terms of practice, leadership or policy, bringing us to where 
we are today. As an education researcher and educator myself, it 
is my hope that with their stories, the teaching fraternity can come 
together and remind ourselves of the reason and calling of why we 
chose to be in this wonderful profession.

As this year is the National Institute of Education’s 70th Anniversary, 
we hope this book also celebrates the journey the institute has been 
on thus far. To many more good decades ahead!

Professor David Hung 
Dean, Office of Education Research 

National Institute of Education, 

Nanyang Technological University, 

Singapore





A nation that is bright and clear 
A country that I hold so dear 
A citizen should not fear 
For happiness lingers here 
What role do I play? 
Wait and I’ll say

Painting the minds of youth 
Providing knowledge and truth 
The wisdom I bring 
A message I hope will ring

Men and women  
Caught in the same predicament 
What happened to this city? 
Oh, what a pity

Plunging into an abyss 
Carefree lifestyles we miss 
Don’t get too frisky 
It might be too risky 
Hustling and bustling 
A distant memory 
Moaning and groaning 
A constant worry

Strong desires to see 
A world that is free 
A light in the dark 
Might create a spark 
Through all this pain 
Eventually we gain

S. Shantini 
Postgraduate Diploma in Education  
programme student at NIE

I am the Light



 



Leo Tan

Prof Leo Tan is Advisor to the Lee Kong Chian Natural Science 
Museum at the National University of Singapore. In the 
intervening years, he helmed the Singapore Science Centre 
and eventually became the Director of the National Institute of 
Education (1994 to 2006), besides chairing the National Parks 
Board and the Garden City Fund.

Learning Must 
be Fun
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Schooling Experiences

I grew up in a very strict family and went to a Catholic mission 
school, St. Joseph’s Institution. The rules were very strict and often 
about discipline. If you laughed or even smiled in class, you were 
deemed to be playing. I didn’t like that mindset but if anyone of us 
protested, we would be caned, so we kept quiet. 

What was the escape? Recess time and playtime after school. We 
didn’t have too much homework then so there was plenty of playtime. 
And there was the joy of going to school to meet my friends. In fact, 
what Mark Twain says is true: Real learning takes place outside of 
the classroom, not inside the classroom. 

So I grew up in that environment where I told myself, if I ever became 
a teacher, I’m going to change the rules. Learning must be fun. 

Early Ambition

Growing up, I saw a movie about Jacques Cousteau diving under-
water and swimming with sharks. As a young boy, it intrigued 
and excited me a lot. From that point on, I knew I wanted to be a 
marine biologist. 

I studied Biology at university and one of my courses was on aquatic 
biology—marine as well as freshwater. In those days, one studied 
Biology only if one wished to enter the field of medicine. So many 
thought I made the wrong decision, but that made me even more 

“ I told myself, if I 
ever became a 

teacher, I’m going 
to change the 

rules. Learning 
must be fun. ”
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determined. I’m studying what I love, not what I think has a future. 
If everybody does that, the world would be a happier place and 
we will have greater contentment. Unfortunately, the reality is that 
we want our children to be lawyers, doctors or other professionals, 
even if they are not cut out for these careers. 

At the end of my Honours year, I told my potential supervisor: “I 
want to do a PhD in marine biology.” He promptly responded and 
told me not to waste my time. That was in 1968, just three years 
into Singapore’s independence. But I insisted. My supervisor finally 
gave in: “I will only be your supervisor in name, but I cannot help 
you and nobody will teach you.” 

I was the first Singaporean to do his PhD in Marine Zoology and I 
completed it in four years. When I graduated, the Vice-Chancellor 
offered me a job as a lecturer in Zoology (marine biology). For about 
seven years, I lived my childhood ambition and I was a Biology 
lecturer at the university too. As the Department had only seven 
lecturers, I was also told to teach students genetics and comparative 
physiology despite those not being areas I was trained in. 

And that was one of the best things that happened to me. On my 
own, I never would have touched those areas, but once you’re 
forced to, you have no choice but to learn. As a lecturer, I had to 
teach anything that the university wanted me to teach. I also did 
my marine biology research.

“ I told myself, if I 
ever became a 

teacher, I’m going 
to change the 

rules. Learning 
must be fun. ”

“  I’m studying what 
I love, not what I 

think has a future. 
If everybody does 

that, the world 
would be a happier 

place and we 
will have greater 

contentment. ”
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Director of the Singapore Science Centre

Out of the blue, the Minister of Education 
called and invited me to head the 
Singapore Science Centre. I thought: “I’m 
a marine biologist, what do I know about 
museums? Science Centre is a children’s 
museum, not a higher education institution.” 
Nevertheless, I accepted the secondment 
offer to Science Centre for four years. That 
was the best decision I made. 

In 1969, the Government mooted the idea 
of a science centre because the United 
States and Canada started their first 
experiential science centres two years 
earlier. Unlike traditional museums where 
you simply stand and look at artefacts, 
experiential centres allow you to engage 
with them through physical, emotional and 
intellectual interaction. It is a novel way of 
introducing Science education to our young 
children, stimulating and motivating them to 
understand and appreciate the relevance 
of science and technology in everyday life.

I was given full autonomy to conceptu-
alise exhibitions that can stimulate 3- to 
70-year-olds to perceive the future of 
Singapore through science and technology. 
Something inside me made me think that 
this would be an exciting task to embark on 
because I was given a clean slate to start 
a journey that prepared Singaporeans to 
visualise the future some three decades 
ahead. 

So I agreed to a four-year commitment 
which turned out to last fully 10 years. While 
the government provided funding for the 
core expenses—salaries and utility bills—to 
run the centre, I had to turn to different 
means of funding for the exhibitions, which 
form the main bulk of expenses. I had to 
face the challenge of raising $7 million a 
year and gradually, I did this with the help 
of business and government corporations.
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Organisational Management 

When I sat down with my staff, they looked at me, and were probably 
asking: “Who are you? You know nothing about science museums. 
How are you our boss?” 

Some staff also didn’t get along with each other so I often advised 
them to separate personal life from professional life to be able to 
work effectively together. Once they accepted that, relationships 
and team management were less of a struggle.

To nurture a scientific mindset in everyone in the team, on my very 
first week at work, I brought my assistant directors into the washroom. 
I wanted them to see that they had a gold mine in there that could 
show the relevance of science to everyday life. 

I urged them to think about how the flush of the toilet works because 
it really is physics. Often, as users of the toilet, we don’t bother to 
look and understand how the entire flush system works. So I thought: 
“Why don’t we show how the system works to users of this toilet? 
Why don’t we have a transparent cistern (by cutting a hole in its 
side and replacing it with clear perspex) to show how the water 
drains/replenishes and put up a poster that explains the process?” 

Instantly, everyone began to see how they could make the Science 
Centre come alive. There was a sea change of mood. So, the 
important thing in organisational change is to first engage the 
people in it. This is why I always put people first. When you do that, 
they will listen to what you have to say. They will be more open to 
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share their ideas with you too because it is only human nature to 
want to show one’s talent.

Second, comes the professional bit. You have to ensure that your 
scientific explanation is accurate. We invited colleagues in the 
university to volunteer as advisors; they corrected any scientific 
misconceptions and assisted in fact-checking. That way, we could 
confidently open the exhibits to the public. 

Open Structure of Learning

With informal education, there’s no rigid or fixed curriculum and 
structure; the world is your oyster. But at the end of the day, you 
must tell a story that people can understand. And what is the 
purpose of your story? Is it about world hunger? Is it about the 
ethics of euthanasia? Is it about new biotechnology? Is it about 
computerisation? We want to show our children that with science 
and technology, this is how the world is evolving and these are the 
jobs that will be created.

With this freedom in mind, you have to understand the school 
curriculum so that teachers will want to bring their students to the 
Science Centre once they recognise the relevance of what their 
students experience there to the lessons taught/learnt in school. 

“ With informal 
education, there’s 
no rigid or fixed 

curriculum 
and structure; 

the world is 
your oyster. ”
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Recognising the Time to Move On 

At the end of my 10th year at the Science Centre, I had to decide 
whether I wanted to stay on. I realised that if you head an 
organisation for too long, you may be the stumbling block holding 
back its future development. Therefore, everybody must have a 
10-year “checkpoint”. 

Before I left the Science Centre, I was offered the post of Foundation 
Dean of Science at the National Institute of Education (NIE) and 
later the Directorship of NIE. That was really where I wanted to be 
at—academia. 

Contributing to Policy Changes 

I had earlier been appointed to be part of the steering committee 
for the formation of NIE. One suggestion I made to raise the profile 
of school teachers was for NIE to offer university degree courses 
up to Honours level for primary school teachers.

Back then, O- and A-Level graduates could teach in primary schools, 
degree holders at all levels but mostly in secondary schools; one 
with a PhD could teach in junior colleges. At the time the committee 
was formed in 1989, fewer than 20% of primary school teachers 
held degrees. 

“ With informal 
education, there’s 
no rigid or fixed 

curriculum 
and structure; 

the world is 
your oyster. ”

“ I realised that 
if you head an 

organisation for 
too long, you may 
be the stumbling 

block holding 
back its future 
development. ”
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In the 1970s, the attrition rate in primary 
schools was 40%, with many students not 
completing their Primary 6 education. One 
way to overcome that was to have better 
teachers, so I advocated for the majority of 
primary school teachers to be degree-hold-
ers. And that is one wish which has come 
true today. 

We wanted to train teachers to be able 
to teach effectively, so we had to revise 
the curriculum and the organisational 
structure. We decided to have academic 
groups (i.e., Science & Mathematics, Arts 
& Humanities, Education & Pedagogy 
and Art and Music). I did not dismantle 
the faculties but we called them Schools 
and we ensured connectivity between the 
Schools and disciplines. 

I wanted NIE’s courses to be inter-
disciplinary. This was a novel concept 
in 1991. I did not want my students to 
just study Physics, Chemistry, Biology, 
Economics and Mathematics in one school. 
What happens if you’re interested in Physics 
& Art? Or if you are interested in Music 
& English or Music & Physics? You have 
students who excel across disciplines. 

The difficulty then was identifying the 
degree to be awarded. Should the 
graduates of those majors be given 
Bachelor of Arts (BA) with Diploma in 
Education (BA/Dip Ed) or Bachelor of 
Science (BSc/Dip Ed) degrees? What 
we did was to permit students to choose 
between the two. If they desired to major 
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in English even though they read English 
and Chemistry, they obtained a BA; if they 
chose to major in Chemistry, they obtained 
a BSc. This solved the problem and I had 
students learning across disciplines, in 
essence a liberal arts education.

BONDING THROUGH SERVICE 
LEARNING

One of the most important policies imple-
mented was service learning. In my 
first year especially, I observed we had 
Postgraduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) 
trainees from disparate backgrounds and 

most of them joined NIE very reluctantly, 
and with only nine months of training, they 
could not develop a sense of belonging.

So how do we bond them? The answer 
lies in service learning. Group students 
(20 per group) from different PGDE 
programmes over the course of one year, 
to do community projects together. The 
trainee teachers learn to work and bond as 
teams, while we try to inculcate the values 
of education, culture and human spirit into 
our programme. At the end of the year, 
they have to present detailed reports of 
the projects undertaken. Today, service 
learning is an integral part of the curriculum.
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Education Research

One issue NIE faced in its early years was that we 
had no funding for pedagogical research. If we do 
not understand the way children learn and the socio-
economic background they come from, then we can’t 
design the right curriculum for them. 

So I broached the idea of a research centre in 2002. 
The following year, it materialised and the Centre for 
Research in Pedagogy and Practice (CRPP) was born. 

We convinced the Ministry to provide us with substantial 
funding to start the programme. For the first time in the 
history of Singapore, we had money for both pedagogy 
and practice. I wanted to include practice, looking into 
issues like how CRPP can influence the way teachers 
teach and children learn in the classroom, and the policies 
that the Ministry will make to help teachers do their 
job better. 
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Understanding human psychology and 
respecting the human being

In each new academic year, my message to the incoming 
students at the Director’s Address is: “You’re not here 
to study Geography and become a Geography teacher. 
Or study History to be a History teacher. You are here to 
understand human psychology—the psychology of the 
parent, the psychology of the student, the psychology 
of your boss, the psychology of whoever you’re dealing 
with. Because if you do not understand the people you’re 
dealing with, there’s no resolution to the issues at hand.”

You can have the best lesson, but who are you delivering 
it to? You can have the best policy, but do people 
understand why you do what you do? 

There is no secret to success. It is for us to be a human 
being first. Once people get to know you, they are often 
prepared to open up to you and that is how team-bonding 
develops. This is what I want in the graduates of NIE—
to have positive values, good character, high integrity 
and honesty. 

“ This is what I want 
in the graduates 
of NIE—to have 
positive values, 
good character, 

high integrity 
and honesty. ”
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Mrs Chua-Lim Yen Ching is the founding principal of 
NorthLight School, established for the academically and 
behaviourally challenged. The school aims to provide its 
students with an engaging, quality education that prepares 
them for future employment. Mrs Chua is currently with the 
Academy of Singapore Teachers. 

Leave NO 
student behind
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Choosing Teaching as a Profession

When I was in junior college (JC), I realised a teacher is a very 
important figure—a teacher can make or break a child. After my 
A-Levels, I wanted to major in Science so I could branch out into 
the teaching profession after that. My mother was very supportive 
and encouraged me to pursue my teaching passion.

I eventually completed my Bachelor degree in Science and got 
into the Honours class. However, at the same time, I also received 
a letter of acceptance from NIE, putting me in a huge dilemma. 
One of my National University of Singapore (NUS) lecturers, Prof 
Leo Tan, advised me to follow my heart and I did just that. Some 
years later, Prof Leo Tan took on the role as Director, NIE. 

I was posted to Dunman Secondary, my first school posting and 
I stayed there for nine years. There, I always believed that every 
child can learn and can achieve. The moment these students 
realise that you genuinely care for them, they will respond positively 
towards you.
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Early Experiences in Teacher Training 

During my practicum, I was observed by my NIE supervisor four 
times. I was very relieved when it was all over but this was short-lived. 
At the end of the fourth supervision, she told me that I would have 
to go through one more supervision by an external examiner as she 
would want to put me up for distinction. I asked if I could decline 
as I only wanted to pass and the distinction was not important. My 
supervisor then responded: “It is a waste if you have a gift and you 
don’t make full use of it.” 

The examiner would turn up at your class unannounced so you 
always had to be prepared for every lesson. One fateful day, the 
external examiner, Dr Tan Wee Kiat, turned up and he observed 
my Chemistry class on hydrolysis. Before the lesson, I tried out the 
experiment to ensure that everything would run smoothly. But for 
some reason, during that actual lesson that Dr Tan was observing, 
the light bulb in my experiment failed to light up. 

I needed some time to think. So I quickly asked my students: “Why 
do you think the light bulb did not light up?” I got them to discuss 
the possibilities and share them with me. Some gave the wrong 
answers, allowing me to clear some misconceptions. I did not just 
say “wrong” or “right”. Instead, I said “okay” and asked them to 
explain their response.

In that process, a few students who normally never raised their 
hands or answered questions actually did so. That day, the class 
was very responsive, so I started calling on those students who 

“ It is a waste if you 
have a gift and you 
don’t make full use 

of it. ”
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had never answered or responded before. Many of them 
didn’t answer correctly, but everyone was given a chance 
to elaborate on their responses. 

Turned out, I got a distinction. Getting the right answer is 
not the most important thing; it is the process that counts.

Sometimes, I thought that my students were always up 
to no good. I was wrong. After the final supervision, they 
asked me why I kept calling those who raised their left 
hand to answer. They said I should only call those who 
raised their right hand. The former were those who did 
not know the answer. I used that as a teachable moment: 
that I did not need them to help me, whatever we do had 
to be authentic and real. I might have thought the worst 
of them but they always thought the best of me!

Working Together with Difficult Students

With experience, we learn to use different methods with 
different students. I remember one boy from the time 
when I was Principal at Zhonghua Secondary School. 
He left school at the end of Secondary 3 but later wanted 
to return to school. While many teachers advised me 
against allowing his return, I had this gut feeling that he 
genuinely wanted to turn over a new leaf. So I took him 
back to school. He was on track at the beginning but 
soon after, he started to play truant. It really disappointed 

“ Getting the 
right answer 

is not the most 
important thing; 
it is the process 

that counts. ”
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me and for a moment I doubted my professional judgement but I 
knew I had to do something about it.

So one day, I got a big tub filled with five types of beans—red 
beans, green beans, soya beans, peanuts and barley. I said to 
the boy: “I want all these beans to be sorted out into 5 different 
containers.” And I left. After three hours, I returned and saw the 
beans were all neatly sorted out. 

I poured the beans from the five containers back into the tub in 
front of the boy. He shouted: “You have wasted all my effort! All the 
three hours! Do you know how I feel?”

And I looked him in the eye: “This is exactly how I am feeling now. 
I gave you a chance and took you back in. You have also wasted 
all my effort when you played truant.”

He explained to me the reason for the truancy and I decided to 
give him yet another chance to prove me wrong. And prove me 
wrong he did. He aced every examination and eventually joined the 
“Earn As You Learn” scheme with the Singapore Armed Forces. He 
even went one step further and was the valedictorian at his army 
graduation where I was invited to. Subsequently, he became an 
engineer, got married and today, he has two kids. 

In another school I was posted to, I remember this other boy who 
was a very good volleyball player but had very poor attitude towards 
his studies. I told him: “A good sportsman must be good on and 
off court.” So I took him out of the team for the semi-final match, 
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he was allowed to watch but not allowed to play. It was 
a painful experience for him.

He eventually promised to study hard alongside playing 
volleyball and a deal was made. The lesson here is: I 
would rather win the child and lose the gold, than win 
the gold and lose the child.

NorthLight Secondary School  
A School of Hope

During my first recruitment exercise, I needed only 20 
teachers for the first year but 150 turned up. I was very 
surprised because everybody knew that this group of 
students attending NorthLight would not be easy to work 
with but they believed in the mission. When I saw this 
group of passionate and competent teachers, I knew 
the new school would surely work out well because in 
any school, the core factor for success is the teachers.

NorthLight is about hope and “hope” is a very important 
word for young people. The school corporate colours are 
purple and white—purple is the colour of the sky when it 
is at its darkest and white is the colour of the stars. The 
darker it gets, the brighter you shine. 

I brought out this mission and told the teachers that we 
are here to give these students hope for the future and 
enable them to experience different successes in life. 

“ I would rather win 
the child and lose 
the gold, than win 
the gold and lose 

the child. ”
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My NorthLight teachers never failed to impress me with 
their innovative ideas. They used very effective pedagogy 
to engage students. While many students failed in their 
Mathematics at the primary level, we were beginning 
to see that not only could they do Math, they began to 
love Math. 

In every challenge, I believe there is an opportunity. Our 
system is one that offers multiple pathways and provides 
the opportunities for every child regardless of his/her 
home background. 

Students Our Priority

We have a very good education system in Singapore. 
Our teachers are competent and caring, and everywhere 
they go, they bring their teacher identity along with them. 
On a trip to Taiwan, the tour guide brought my group 
to see a heart-shaped rock. He shared that the shape 
never eroded, whether through rain or shine. One person 
piped up: This is very good for Character and Citizenship 
Education (CCE)! And I instantly knew that that person 
must be a Singaporean teacher! 

Our students are very strong in critical thinking and 
problem solving. We also want them to be creative and 
creativity comes from experience, experience comes 
from failure. So we often remind our teachers to let go 
a little and let the students explore. We do not need to 
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have perfection all the time. Allow room for the students to make 
mistakes and learn from them, mistakes could be their friend. The 
school is the best place for students to make mistakes because 
there are so many people to support them. 

To F.A.I.L. is the “First Attempt In Learning”. Each failure is a learning 
experience and after each difficult experience, you become wiser, 
better and stronger. 

Satisfying Moments as an Educator 

The local company Home-Fix had provided internship for some 
NorthLight students who were praised for being some of the best 
workers there. One Values-in-Action project involved fixing ener-
gy-saving light bulbs for seniors at Dakota Crescent. An elderly 
resident once told a student: “Today you light up my house, tomorrow 
someone will light up your life.” I was heartened to hear that.

When Home-Fix held its clearance sale one December, NorthLight 
students volunteered to assist them in the sale. As their former 
principal, I was very proud of them—they truly understood the 
meaning of graciousness and gratitude. 

At NorthLight, many children have special needs. I didn’t have the 
knowledge and skills to help them. So I signed up for a part-time 
Masters degree that took me three and a-half years to complete. It 
was not for the paper certification, but for the skills. There were 10 
modules, and after each module I could apply what I had learnt. 
Now I know the theory behind what works. 

“ As their former 
principal, I was 
very proud of 
them—they 

truly understood 
the meaning 

of graciousness 
and gratitude. ”
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“ As their former 
principal, I was 
very proud of 
them—they 

truly understood 
the meaning 

of graciousness 
and gratitude. ”

One day, a visually-impaired NIE lecturer requested to visit 
NorthLight. During the learning journey, he commented: “I can really 
‘see’ the children here enjoy learning. I can hear and I can feel.” 

Helen Keller’s quote came to mind: The only thing worse than being 
blind is having sight but no vision. 

Replicating Positive Experiences

Positive experiences is a matter of perspective and remaining 
faithful to our dreams. 

When we started NorthLight, the teachers said they would want at 
least 85% of the students to come to school every day. When they 
found that 40% of the students lived in Woodlands (the school was 
then located at Dunman Road), they lowered their expectation to 
60%. There was a creative tension.

I told them that if we were to lower our expectations, we would have 
abandoned our mission and vision of the school; we would have 
abandoned our aspiration and dream. How then do we resolve this 
tension? We applied the Learning Organisation concept and kept 
to our initial attendance target of 85%. We hired three chartered 
buses to transport the students from Admiralty MRT station to school 
every morning, giving them another hour of sleep. Attendance 
turned out to be 90%!

So find your why. Why are you doing what you do? An air steward-
ess’s role is not simply serving passengers a glass of juice, but 

“ So find your why. 
Why are you doing 

what you do? ”
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upholding the reputation of Singapore Airlines. A security guard 
at a condominium is not simply guarding the building, he is taking 
great care of the residents’ homes and their safety. 

At NorthLight, when we asked students who was the most significant 
person in the school to them, a quarter of the boys named our 
security guards! The guard is the first person in school greeting 
them “Good morning” and the last person they see before leaving 
school. When you bring your mission and passion to the things you 
do, people will remember you for it.

Walking the Talk

As a parent, I am not conventional. My first child went to a popular 
school that was near our home, but when my second child entered 
primary school, we enrolled her into a different school. This was 
because we did not want the teachers to compare the children and 
each of them needs to have her own identity.

When my second child completed her O-Levels, she asked: “Must 
all principals’ children go to JC?” She wanted to go to a Polytechnic 
to do design. At first, I encouraged her to apply to a JC. Then I 
remembered advising parents to be supportive of their child’s 
interest and dream. 

At that moment, I realised I did not walk my talk. So I stopped what 
I was doing and encouraged her to pursue her passion, and she 
did. Today, she is an Art teacher making a difference to the children 
under her charge through art.

“ When you bring 
your mission 

and passion to 
the things you 
do, people will 
remember you 

for it. ”



Chua-Lim Yen Ching

34 35“ When you bring 
your mission 

and passion to 
the things you 
do, people will 
remember you 

for it. ”

During this period of the Coronavirus Disease 
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, I am personally 
very impressed with how fast and how hard our 
teachers have worked. Face-to-face instruction 
in class is very different from home-based 
learning (HBL), it requires a different skills 
set. The learning curve was very steep but 
every one of them persevered and designed 
engaging lessons for their students. It is also 
very tough to manage HBL and to look after 
their own children and elderly parents at the 
same time. The Master Teachers and the 
officers from the various divisions will continue 

to walk the journey with our teachers and 
provide the necessary support in the 
areas of Professional Development (PD) 
and resource development. In the past we 
viewed Technology as a digital disruptor 
but now it is a digital deliverer.

As educators, we put our heart into the 
mission because the mission is always in 
our heart. 

Our teachers have lived out the vision to 
Lead, Care and Inspire. 





Seah Jiak Choo

Ms Seah Jiak Choo’s career in the Education Service spanned 
32 years. She started teaching in 1977 and taught at Raffles 
Institution and Raffles Junior College. She was Principal of 
Tanjong Katong Secondary School from 1990 to 1993. She 
also held various appointments at MOE—curriculum planning, 
testing and assessment, and school supervision. She rose 
to become Director of Schools in 2002 and was appointed 
Director-General of Education two years later. She retired in 
2009, and has been an advisor with MOE since then.

“All Leaders  
are Not Perfect”
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Early Influences in Life

Each of us is a product of our family upbring-
ing, our experiences and our choices. All 
these shape us to become who we are and 
how we choose to contribute to the world.

At 12 years old, I joined the Girls’ Brigade 
(GB). The 8th GB company was an open unit 
that accepts girls from all schools. Despite 
it being for secondary school students, 
they welcomed me even though I was in 
Primary 5 then. 

Being part of GB contributed a lot to my 
growth. Being much younger, I looked up to 
the older girls and followed them, for better 
or for worse. Thankfully, they were good 
role models with their big heartedness, 
healthy sense of fun, and willingness to 
share and serve. 

Growing up in the 1950s, kids were often 
playing outside the home, interacting with 
children of different backgrounds. In the 
rough and tumble of playing in the neigh-
bourhood, we learnt how to give-and-take 
and the value of diversity. Some girls in 
8th GB were far from being academically 

inclined; they were good kids but they 
struggled in school. GB trained them in 
other life skills, including leadership skills, 
and gave them opportunities to succeed. 
I learnt then the importance of giving a 
child self-confidence and the resilience to 
bounce back from setbacks.

GB was fertile ground for learning about 
leadership. I observed that many different 
people can be successful in leadership 
roles. Some lead by their quiet presence 
while others may be shouting out orders all 
the time. All leaders are not perfect; they 
have different talents and have different 
ways of managing things. Some leaders 
are very structured; some are sponta-
neous; some are very meticulous; some 
are risk-takers. But all of them must work 
toward the same goals and be able to work 
well with others. Because of my exposure to 
varied leaders and my childhood environ-
ment, I appreciate many leadership styles 
and I believe in the can-do spirit.

The second significant influence in my life 
is that through GB, I became a Christian 
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and went to a small church. Being in a small group allows people 
to know each other and lean on each other to get things done. In a 
big place, we tend to be passive because it’s easy to get lost in a 
crowd. In a small place, we have more opportunities to contribute 
and thus develop a sense of belonging.

The third influence is my love for the outdoors. Though I like to read, 
I also developed a love for competitive sports and the outdoors. My 
Primary 4 form teacher took the initiative to teach the class netball. 
I took to the game and have taught it to others. Playing netball 
competitively also taught me many valuable lessons about team 
work and team spirit. The great outdoors equalise everybody. When 
people go hiking, they simply put on a pair of shoes and enjoy the 
vistas and the terrain they are passing through. Hikers tend to be 
“down-to-earth” people; you can hardly put on airs when you are 
trudging through the mud and rain.

“ All leaders are 
not perfect; they 

have different 
talents and have 
different ways of 
managing things. ”



“All Leaders are Not Perfect” 

40 41

Requirements for Teachers:  
Empathy, Engagement and Empowerment 

Back then, we do not think about career paths or the 
prestige of a job. The priority is to earn a living, to support 
oneself and one’s family. I literally received a divine calling 
to be a teacher. One day, as I was sitting by the window 
at Eusoff College, a voice distinctly spoke to me: “I want 
you to be a teacher.” From then on, being a good teacher 
is a big part of who I am. 

It is great if most people can say: “I had a good teacher. 
He/She was so instrumental in my life.”

There are three factors to being a good teacher: 

Empathy for students: Most times, the first reason that 
teachers find teaching difficult is that they find it hard 
to relate to the kids, to empathise with them and their 
problems. Put it simply, you have to like the kids and the 
kids have to know that you like them. Teachers who had 
been hardworking students cannot understand why the 
kids do not want to work hard. Actually, the kids who do 
not work hard have their time-tested logic. It goes like 
this: “What for study? Study, fail; don’t study, also fail, 
so study for what? Better to play; at least can enjoy.” We 
have to find ways to engage these kids, to show them, 
step by step, how they can succeed at their studies. 
They have to experience “Study, can pass!” 

“ It is great if 
most people 

can say: “I had 
a good teacher. 
He/She was so 
instrumental in 

my life.” ” “ People can be 
good and at 
their best in 

different ways. ”
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Engagement with students: If students believe that 
you care and they trust that you will help them succeed, 
they will try to learn even if it is just to please you. I 
remember one student from my Additional Math class 
in pre-university. He told me that he will never pass the 
subject because he has no brains for Math. He said I was 
to leave him alone so that he could concentrate on his 
other subjects. I did not take that lying down. I told him 
he had never had me as his Math teacher so he should 
give Math another try. He finally reluctantly agreed. One 
day, he came to school at 11am. I was about to scold 
him when he said: “Miss Seah, save your breath. If not 
for your class, I would be sleeping at home.” Eventually, 
he passed Additional Math with a borderline grade. I was 
rather disappointed but he was elated and sent me a 
note: “I thank you from the bottom of my socks.” 

Empowerment for students: Give students the confi-
dence and assurance that they can make something of 
their lives. In Singapore, we like to compare. We want 
to know how much you earn, where you live, what kind 
of holidays you take, etc. We should teach children that 
they need not be defined by these things.

We want to empower children to be the best that they 
can be—to be good and useful. Good durians are not 
the same as good mangoes. People can be good and 
at their best in different ways. If you are an orange, be a 
good orange. They can also help and encourage others 

“ It is great if 
most people 

can say: “I had 
a good teacher. 
He/She was so 
instrumental in 

my life.” ” “ People can be 
good and at 
their best in 

different ways. ”
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by doing simple things. If you are in a dark room and want to get 
out, a little light is enough to show the way. A pat on the back can 
bring huge encouragement. Help students to find their values in 
life—help them see that they should not just live for themselves; 
they can do little things to care for others. 

School Leaders and Their Mission

We want Principals who have the can-do spirit, are mission-minded 
and have conviction about the values they want to instill in the kids 
of their school. They must believe in empowering their students.

There is a school in Woodlands which had violin classes. One 
child from a very humble background became a top violinist and 
performed at the Singapore Youth Festival. When Principals act on 
their belief that all children can learn and they are able to translate 
belief into learning opportunities, such stories can happen again 
and again and uplift the lives of many students.  

There is so much undiscovered talent in the school, both among 
students as well as teachers. When I was Principal of Tanjong Katong 
Secondary School, I encouraged our Drama Club to enter the Youth 
Festival Drama Competition. Understandably, the teacher-in-charge 
baulked at the suggestion. What? Turn enjoyment of acting into the 
stress of competition? No, not at all. We need to go out there to 
see what drama groups are doing and learn from them. If we aim 
to learn and grow by entering the competition, then any prize we 
may win is just a bonus. 

“ School 
leaders must 

provide diverse 
opportunities to 
discover talents, 
develop a can-do 
spirit and nurture 
hearts that care 

for others. ”
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It is vital to help students discover their 
strengths and provide opportunities for 
them to mature and find their sense of place 
and belonging in the school, and later on in 
society. Hence, a school leader must know 
how to create a structure and an ecology 
that cultivate many growth opportunities 
for students. 

Schools flourish when there are engaging 
activities, both in and outside the classroom. 
We must use the right kind of engagement 
and do it purposefully. Otherwise, that 
activity will not benefit the kids. That is 
the mission-mindedness that a principal 
ought to have.

School leadership requires a lot of heart 
and clear-mindedness to figure out what 
the school needs to do for the sake of the 
students. The whole education landscape 
is much more diverse today. It is giving 
students the perspective that there are 
many options in life. If you feel that in life you 
do not have options, it affects you—your 
mood, your relationships, your confidence. 
School leaders must provide diverse 
opportunities to discover talents, develop 
a can-do spirit and nurture hearts that care 
for others. The students who leave school 
must be able to keep on learning and keep 
on contributing to family and society.





Belinda Charles

As a mentor to principals today, Mrs Belinda Charles first 
started her career in education as a teacher and principal. 
The Dean of the Academy of Principals has always believed 
that schools need to inspire students to have that thirst for 
learning for life. And for that to happen, school leaders must 
be the gatekeepers to help their teachers find that balance 
between their teaching and other duties.

Inspiring the 
Learning Spirit



Inspiring the Learning Spirit

46 47

Career in Education

After I completed my A-Levels, my principal called me and asked 
if I wanted to do relief teaching. One does not say “no” to one’s 
principal even after one has left school. So off I went into my first 
class, and was hooked from then on.

I had always thought I wanted to be a doctor until my results showed 
that I was not fit for that. So at the university, I returned to my first 
love which was English Literature. And now you can see where it 
has taken me to.

My first class was at the secondary level and what was special was 
this sheer excitement of connecting with young people and sharing 
information with them—information that I knew was important for 
students to know. When I stepped into the staff room, all the teachers 
there were the ones who had taught me previously. They took one 
look at me and said: “You liked it, right?” I replied: “Yes, I did. I did!”
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Experience as a Teacher

Teaching has been a long learning journey and looking back, I don’t 
think I taught well—at least not at first. I taught with all the wrong 
metaphors. I used to think of teaching as putting information into 
students’ heads, treating them rather like containers. I had to kind 
of pour all my stuff into them. And students would be like sponges 
that absorb everything. Actually, the Teachers’ Training College 
(TTC) taught me better but it didn’t sink in then.

Now, when I’m teaching PGDE to our trainee teachers, I take great 
care to try and make sure that their metaphor and understanding 
of how learning takes place are much more aligned to how people 
learn. It is never about the right answer. It took me a long time to 
realise I was doing teaching wrongly and I learnt that bit by bit. 

Today, NIE has really developed. When I first started, NIE was then 
the TTC. It was a monumental year and Dr Ruth Wong was put in 
charge of taking the College forward. Those were the days when 
both MOE and TTC knew we had to produce as many teachers 
as we could. 

It was almost factory-like because we had so many people to 
educate and so few educators to do the job. To make do, they tried 
to develop ‘teacher-proof’ material, such that the teachers couldn’t 
make a “mess” in the classroom. But today, there are structures and 
frameworks on how teachers can develop a lesson as well as how 
to assess effectively. The learning and teaching processes have 
really improved over the years by leaps and bounds. 

“ I take great care 
to try and make 
sure that their 
metaphor and 

understanding of 
how learning takes 

place are much 
more aligned to 

how people learn. 
It is never about 
the right answer. ”
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Journey in the Education Service

When I was first sent to teach at Tanjong Katong Technical 
School (TKTS), I did wonder why English Literature 
graduates who had no technical knowledge were being 
sent to these technical schools. That was in 1979 when 
Dr Goh Keng Swee was Minister for Education, and he 
was trying to get the whole nation industrialised. So my 
friends and I—as long as our degree was in English, and 
especially when it was second class honours or second 
upper—were sent to technical schools. 

I taught at TKTS for seven years. In that time, I became 
Senior Subject Teacher. But Tanjong Katong was a little 
far for me as I was living in Serangoon Gardens. So when 
I saw a building coming up near Serangoon Gardens 
with the hoarding saying “Ministry of Education”, I told 
my TKTS principal I wanted to transfer there. I didn’t even 
know what it was, other than that it would be a school 
nearer to my home. 

In those days, we had no inclination for a promotion 
or any idea of a career path, but my TKTS principal 
apparently thought well enough of me to speak to the 
incoming principal of Nanyang Junior College, Mr Chia 
Khoon Hock. He was sufficiently convinced to take me 
on as head of the English department. 
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I must say that was a real milestone in my life because 
the junior college was a totally new structure in Singapore 
then as it was not something that was inherited from the 
British. Mr Chia Khoon Hock was very well-read and he 
would share the ideas of his mentor. He had very clear, 
workable ideas of what a junior college should be. I 
learnt a lot from him. Later I was made vice-principal in 
the junior college. 

At that time, I also felt I needed to know more, so when 
MOE made an offer for me to read for a Masters degree, I 
grabbed that opportunity. I took up a Master of Education, 
and eventually returned to NIE which had, by that time, 
moved to the lovely old Singapore University campus 
at Bukit Timah.

After completing the course in a year, I was appointed 
Principal of a new school, Bukit Batok Secondary School 
(BBSS). I had to run a school from scratch and that was 
another huge learning curve. MOE was then setting 
up new schools in housing estates and what I did not 
know about new schools in new housing estates was 
the inevitable presence of street gangs among the 
student population.

I had come from TKTS which was very well-managed; 
my first principal Mr Andrew Yeo was tough and held 
everything tightly in his grip. Mr Chia Khoon Hock was 
just as firm. So I certainly was not prepared for what was 
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to come at BBSS. At 36 years old, I discovered that there was a 
part of Singapore I never knew existed and there were these other 
people who were very, very different. 

As a student in Marymount Convent School, I had prided myself in 
having friends who were Indians, Malays, Eurasians, and of course, 
Chinese. I thought I understood what multi-racial Singapore meant. 
But it was quite different in a neighbourhood school. 

At that time in 1986, there were people who would say: “Oh, this 
race is dirty. Don’t mix with them. When they cook their food, it 
is always with things that have gone bad.” It was not just race A 
speaking ill of B, but also race B speaking ill of A. They both had 
this mutual misunderstanding. That really opened my eyes.

Overcoming Barriers

I attribute a lot of my success at BBSS to a principal, Mdm Lau Kan 
How, who was my senior in the Singapore Educational Administration 
Society. She could see that I didn’t know very much and out of 
the blue, she decided to mentor me at a time when there was no 
official mentoring programme.

She would come to my school every week. We would drive out for 
lunch. From the moment I got into the car, she would be advising 
me, right through lunch, until we returned to school. She told me 
what needed to be done to manage that kind of students. The first 
school she was sent to was also a neighbourhood school. In fact, 

“ I feel that the more 
diversified the 

student population, 
the better learning 
there is, because 
you are mixing 
with all kinds 

of people. ”
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she became very well known for learning how to tackle the gangs 
in her school and I learnt to do the same.

I noticed that some principals were very reluctant to admit that 
there were gangs in their schools. But my friend taught me it was 
better to admit the fact so that I could get help. Instead of trying to 
solve the problem myself, every time I had a gang issue, I would 
call the neighbourhood police post. 

Reaping the Benefits

I feel that the more diversified the student population, the better 
learning there is, because you are mixing with all kinds of people. 
And this is why co-curricular activities (CCA) are important too, 
because CCA doesn’t categorise you according to your class. So 
having students from different classes mixing together is great. And 
I see today’s subject-based banding is going back to this concept. 
We have to understand that mixture is important for people’s growth.

How much can you learn from constantly being surrounded with 
people of your own kind? You tend to be influenced by the same 
things thus limiting learning. Why I speak so warmly about the 
importance of mixing is because I actually came from the “other 
side”, where it was only “one kind’ that I had mixed with. The severe 
adapting I had to do really showed me that it was important to know 
the other side. Otherwise, how do you develop empathy?

“ We have to 
understand 

that mixture is 
important for 

people’s growth. ”
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Bringing Out the Best in Students

I think the worst problem is when the student has a poor 
self-concept of himself or herself, all because his or her 
family has certain expectations of him or her. This results 
in very unhappy children. Sometimes, parents can be 
rather clumsy with their motivation, not knowing it could 
destroy a child’s sense of self-worth. 

There was an instance when a foreign student about 17- to 
18-years old came to Singapore to study and had to be 
retained because he failed. One day, I saw him visibly 
upset and I asked him: “Is everything alright?” He said: 
“My parents sent my sister back [to their home country]. 
They were afraid I would be a bad influence to her.”

So you can see that some of the stress on students has 
to do with their parents. As teachers, we have learnt to 
hold our tongue a little better. We no longer say things like: 
“Stupid boy.” But it may seem like there are still parents 
who think a negative word will motivate the child better.

“ I think the worst 
problem is when 
the student has 

a poor self-
concept of himself 

or herself, all 
because his or her 
family has certain 

expectations of 
him or her. ”
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Hopes for Singapore Education

The Education Minister really said it best: We must 
make sure that people don’t think that only results are 
important. The problem though is that the system is 
not yet totally consistent. I am most worried about the 
Integrated Programme (IP) and Special Assistance Plan 
(SAP) schools that don’t take in a mixture of students with 
different academic abilities. They might end up producing 
leaders that have little sense of what is happening on the 
ground. If you think of how our first group of leaders came 
up, not all of them came from brilliant schools or were 
graduates. But a lot of them knew their people very well.

To move back to a more egalitarian school scene requires 
a huge commitment and courage to change things 
around. At the same time, you don’t want to throw the 
baby out with the bathwater.





I stand here frightened by all that is new 
The flag goes up and up and up 
In unison I hear people sing aloud 
They speak my tongue but look different 
I must not cry, I must not fret 
Mum said that I am a big boy now 
Primary school is fun she continued 
I want to go home now

I’m seated in this hall to receive my future 
A piece of paper, the big O 
Numbers inked 
Purpose linked 
I hear cries of joy 
I hear drops of despair 
How will I respond to failure? 

I’ve travelled to a place where the  
temperature is low 
To gain a degree much sought after 
The light seems brighter, my eyes seem wider 
I’m a bachelor and I’m ready for commitment 
Who will receive me?

Back in a space I grew up in 
The board has turned white, the chalk 
is missing 
Familiar expressions on unfamiliar faces 
I know that look of worry, I know that feeling 
I’ve come to pass on what paragraphs have 
taught me  
To teach you is to learn more about me

Rudy Hakeem 

Postgraduate Diploma in Education 

 programme student at NIE

THREE DECADES





Jumaat Masdawood

Mr Jumaat Masdawood had his heart set on becoming a 
policeman. However, a family tragedy edged him into the 
teaching force. For years, he coached the badminton and 
volleyball teams at the schools where he taught. For six intense 
months in 1968, he juggled those duties while he underwent 
training in basic electricity and woodworking skills in answer to 
a national call for teachers to betrained in technical education. 
Eventually, he rose to the position of Cluster Superintendent, 
serving all of 42 years in the education sector and never looking 
back at his policeman dream. 

“I did not want 
to be a teacher”
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From a Means of Survival to True Passion 

I had never thought of teaching as a profession. When I was in 
school, I was fascinated by the police force. My ambition was to be 
a Police Inspector and I was working towards that. Unfortunately, 
my father passed on while I was in pre-university and that impacted 
my career plans. My mother was a housewife and we were a big 
family, so my sisters and I had to enter the workforce early. So when 
a teaching opportunity came, I put in my application. That was in 
the mid-60s and I secured my first job as a teacher.

I was posted to a primary school and later became a badminton 
coach. Many of the children there were from low-income families and 
they had little money to buy rackets. So the school stepped in and 
provided them with the rackets and in return, these children showed 
what they were capable of on the badminton court. There was 
much satisfaction and it made me feel that I could do something 
meaningful here. And that was how I ended up serving the Ministry 
of Education in various capacities for the next 42 years.

My friend and I were both coaches of the school badminton team. At 
that time, few school teams had professional coaches; the teachers 
were the coaches. Despite that, we found that the children were 
willing to train hard and they were happy doing it. They might not 
excel academically, but they were happy playing badminton and 
winning championships.
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Camaraderie among Colleagues 

There was this camaraderie among the young teachers. We used 
to stay at school the whole day, sometimes even into the evening. 
During the exam season, we studied together. The principal opened 
the school for us so that spurred us on. Until today, we are still in 
contact with one another. Of course, some have passed on. 

Being together so much during our young teaching days created 
a kind of group cohesion; we had no problem lending things to 
one another, even money. At that time, how much money could we 
earn as beginning teachers? 

The time that we spent in school extended beyond work time; the 
school became very much a part of our lives. We stayed back 
for CCA training four to five days a week, playing badminton with 
the students.

Prerequisites for a teaching position in the 1960s 

After getting through the interview for the teaching position, you have 
to undergo a teacher training programme. I think the training then 
was more challenging for us because of the schedule. We had to 
teach for half a day either in the morning or afternoon. During the 
other half of the day, three days a week, we had to go for classes. 

So if you were on the training programme, you might teach in the 
morning and break off at 12.30pm. Lectures at the Teachers’ Training 
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College, located at Paterson Road then, would start at 2pm and 
end at 5pm. For those of us teaching in schools further from the 
city centre, we had to rush there by bus, taxi or motorcycle; we 
couldn’t afford cars then. 

At that time, teachers were not very well-paid as compared to other 
public service positions. We must thank Dr Goh Keng Swee when 
he took over MOE from 1979 to 1984. One of the things he did was 
to recognise that teachers were underpaid.

Development of Cluster Superintendents 

In 1997, Mr Lim Siong Guan, who was the Permanent Secretary 
in MOE then, mooted the idea of Cluster Superintendents. These 
superintendents were given the autonomy to do what was required 
to help teachers and principals do a much better job. 

I was then a School Inspector and was appointed a Cluster 
Superintendent. Together with three others, we were each given a 
budget. Our mission: You do what you have to do to the best of your 
abilities and change the system. At that time, principals exercised 
little autonomy so this new initiative promoted a brand-new way of 
thinking out of the box, thus releasing the principal from rigid rules. 
Of course, we had to be very mindful about what we did with the 
budget provided to us. 

While schools had their own budget, Cluster Superintendents 
were given a separate budget to further supplement the schools 
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in terms of resource-building, teacher-training, pupil-management 
and environment-improvement. 

When principals were given a freer rein, they were not used to it. 
Prior to that, principals were mainly following orders and they asked: 
“What do you want me to do?” And we told them: “You can do what 
you want, within guidelines, as long as it is for the benefit of the 
staff and students.” Many principals back then were stumped over 
the amount of autonomy suddenly given to them. 

The new system of working with Cluster Superintendents was a 
radical change. The superintendents had an integral part to play 
in the overall development of the school and the principals were 
now given the freedom to push the boundaries. 

New initiatives in the cluster system 

There were four Cluster Superintendents back then in 1997. We held 
regular meetings, built up resources and shared training expertise. 
Within the cluster itself, teachers began to share their lesson plans 
and they also had access to this repository of lesson plans from 
other schools. 

Another initiative is the Centre of Excellence. For example, Rulang 
Primary School was one of the first schools to have robotics as 
part of its curriculum. We also incorporated Information Technology 
(IT) skills in our schools. If one school is involved in this, then the 
whole cluster gets to use the resources available. On top of that, 
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principals also receive additional funding to enhance their school 
libraries and resources. 

Each cluster has about 10 schools. When a school proposes a 
project, the principal has to answer these questions: How is it going 
to impact students’ learning? Will the project enhance the learning 
environment? How many schools can benefit from it?

This is truly a new initiative because previously, principals are 
detached in many decision-making processes and rely on MOE 
to decide for them. This new arrangement allows principals to hold 
greater responsibility and ownership in decision-making, with the 
help of cluster superintendents. Gradually, more and more school 
leaders learn how to manage relationships, positively influence 
people and present ideas in a convincing manner. 
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Professional Development of Teachers

Behind every policy decision, there is always a good reason. For 
example, when we appointed Assistant Heads of Department, the 
administrators initially did not fully agree with our decision. However, 
we stood by our decision as we were training and preparing these 
teachers for future leadership roles. 

As Cluster Superintendents, we play an important role in helping 
to ensure that the ministry would have a steady stream of teachers 
who are ready to take on leadership positions in schools. We are 
given the autonomy to appoint middle-level leaders based on the 
requirements of the schools.

Today, the teacher promotion system is managed fully by MOE 
and that’s the reason why I think teachers with potential are able 
to move up the ladder rather quickly. 

Challenges in pioneering the cluster system

As the concept of Cluster Superintendents was very new back then, 
we had to work very hard to gain people’s confidence that we can 
make good decisions. We also had to build the confidence of school 
principals to enable them to make decisions more autonomously. 

Even chairing meetings was a training ground for the principals. 
They used to be so dependent on directives from MOE and for 
School Inspectors to make decisions. Today, the group of principals 
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within the cluster must collectively decide. Is this project 
worth pursuing? How many students will benefit from it? 
Is it sustainable? Can other schools modify and adapt it? 
These are important questions that the panel of school 
principals and key personnel will have to ask during the 
decision-making process. 

The Cluster Superintendent also acts as the principal’s 
sounding board during the decision-making process. 
We will probe and nudge them with questions such as 
“How do you intend to implement this?” and “What is 
your back-up plan?” to push them to think deeper and 
further. This creates a situation where they always have 
to be prepared for any setbacks.

I am very heartened to see that our principals today are 
very confident and they can learn very fast. This can 
only augur well for the future of our schools, both the 
staff and the students. 
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Rebecca Chew

As the Founding Principal of the School of the Arts (SOTA), 
Mrs Rebecca Chew was instrumental in setting out the 
school’s philosophy—to provide an education that nurtures 
the whole person; one that develops confident, creative and 
curious learners who dream big, take chances and give back 
to Singapore society. After a stint at the Ministry of Education 
headquarters, she is now the Principal of Holy Innocents’ 
High School.

Learning from 
a Reservoir of 
Educators
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A Family of Educators

I come from a family of educators. My father was former Chief 
Examinations Officer before he retired as Registrar, Regional 
Language Centre. My mum started at Pearl’s Hill Primary, then 
retired from Pei Tong Primary. One of my two sisters was Vice-
Principal, Anglo-Chinese Junior College and my husband served as 
a Cluster Superintendent. My family members anchored me in the 
sense-making, looking from different perspectives that provided me 
with the courage to lead and compassion to serve, especially in my 
first principal appointment to Naval Base Secondary School (NBSS).

Journey in the Education Service

NBSS in 2002 was then fraught with teenage delinquency but with 
the inspiring staff, we turned the school around through the arts as 
ways of seeing and knowing. We also collaborated with community 
partners: the NBSS alumni, Parents Support Group, Juvenile Courts, 
probation officers, neighbourhoold police, social workers and 
homes to provide change and stability in the teaching and learning 
environment. The new ways of seeing and knowing inspired us to 
propel school-wide initiatives with the Outward Bound School to 
introduce experiential learning where we anchored teaching and 
learning in the outdoor experience. 

I was later seconded to Ministry of Information & Communications 
and the Arts / Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth from 2005 
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to 2012 to lead as Pioneer Principal, School of the Arts (SOTA). 
This unusual professional journey comprised design ideation, 
public engagement, construction, recruitment of staff and students, 
Interntional Bacculaureate (IB) certification and the enactment of 
the six-year SOTA connected curriculum, until I saw the first cohort 
of SOTA students graduate. The vision for the national specialised 
arts school was to provide different pathways for those who were 
gifted and talented in the arts, and who could excel in their creative 
dispositions to become the future creatives and patronage for the 
arts. From 2012-2018, I led the Singapore Teachers Academy for 
the Arts (STAR). STAR was a new creative impacting many art 
and music teachers and leaders. The work at STAR inspired many 
teachers to adopt sound pedagogy and pursue artistic excellence.

The 2019 posting to be Principal of Holy Innocents’ High School 
(HIHS) provides me the privilege to focus on student-centred work. 
There is more to life than just books and grades. There is sincerity 
and compassion as we lead in uncertain times.
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Called to Life, Call to Love

Often I am filled with a sense of wonder of how ordinary 
things in life could become extraordinary. This led to my 
inspiration to the NBSS art teachers to try and make the 
ordinary extraordinary when the first team of students 
headed out to Paris for their art trip. The art teachers 
had wanted the students to finish their huge backlog in 
coursework and decided to create new ways of seeing 
and knowing through experiential learning. The teachers’ 
agentive behavior was awesome as we all adjusted 
our frames towards our lessons to be purposeful, and 
people-centric. The leadership moment impacted a 
lifetime journey for many young persons. 

I found myself also in an unusual setting one day when 
I hopped in a Comfort taxi cab. The driver, turned round 
said, “Hey, I know you! Do you remember me? I’m 
Desmond! I’m from that first batch that went to the 
Paris art trip and we all scored distinction when we 
all got back because you made us sit in front of your 
office to pass up our homework before we flew!” The 
ensuing conversation was a gift from the past—where 
he proudly said he became a seafarer, now home from a 
break and decided to drive a taxi to earn his keep before 
he took off to the seas again. He proudly said those 
were his best years in school because he tasted what 
was possible in life when someone else believed in him. 

Source: The Birthday Book edited by Cheryl Chew 

and Aaron Maniam
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SOTA More Than Just About Arts

The need for transdisciplinary learning is accelerated 
as society experiences disruptions within technology. 
Students must be able to see the interconnectedness of 
larger contemporary issues, understand the viewpoints 
of how we perceive, think and act in our growing years. 
The SOTA connected curriculum that intertwined both 
the arts and the academic as equal voices in the Years 
1–4 curriculum. The re-design brought many educators 
together. Many teacher artists were pioneering a way of 
seeing and knowing, bringing meaning to customised 
learner profiles and truly were involved in providing 
differentiated instruction from day one. The initial drafts 
included many inspirational action words found in 
the Schemes of Work: Explore, Express, Experiment, 
Discover. Over time, such teacher agentive behaviour in 
the SOTA teacher community created tacit knowledge of 
engaging and educating cohorts of students who could 
celebrate both their academic and artistic endeavours. 

In 2000, we had already seen how unpredictable the 
future would be, and asked what kind of people would be 
needed for the future workforce. Today, we have arrived 
at that future. Cyber security, sustainability threats, forging 
relationships with our neighbouring countries—these 
are real problems right at our doorstep. How can we 
build bridges to develop soft power, and how can we 
see greater interconnectedness between our society 
and the world? 
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Today, after 10 years of SOTA, half of her graduates have taken up 
arts-related vocations in dance, music, theatre, visual arts, media 
and journalism. The others likewise fly in their career choices as 
architects, engineers, urban planners, firemen, lawyers, jujitsu 
and bodybuilding champions, hypnotherapist, entrepreneurs and 
teachers. I celebrate with their teachers, their courage to be resilient 
in the face of adversity and rapid change.

Instilling Positive Values in our Students

I believe that the values undergirding a young person are partly 
developed by significant adults who mentor their journey in life. 
Values like compassion, integrity, respect and humility are funda-
mental in our lives. The moral courage to face difficult situations, 
the imagination to solve problems in different ways without com-
promising values—all these should be inculcated in every child, 
no matter which school he or she comes from. Values are caught. 
Knowing and believing this aspect of student development also 
makes the creative design of school life very interesting for me. 
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Transferring Knowledge and Experience 

Last year, at Holy Innocents’ High School, we experimented with 
ways of seeing and knowing using the inquiry-based learning 
model as a teaching approach. We introduced all our Secondary 1 
students to the National Gallery Singapore collection. The instruc-
tional design and its enactment were a wow factor for many of us 
because this museum-based learning experience leveraged on 
how we could use the artefacts to connect to larger societal issues 
in Singapore. We experimented with how we could tease out the 
emotive elements that were alive in the lesson studies, delving 
into the learner’s inquisitive mind and spurring them to be curious 
towards the unexpected. Unveiling the connected stories behind 
the artefacts created many teachable moments for Social Studies, 
English Language, Art and CCE. 

What created excitement for me was the courage to experiment 
and discover new ways of seeing, valuing each child for his/her 
potential to see the connections behind the lessons. The ability to 
learn with and from colleagues and students is precious to me, 
providing many opportunities to work with teachers where ambiguity 
and change are very present. The freedom to create space for 
teacher agentive change at this time is most pressing for school 
leaders. The space allows for trust in decision making, autonomy in 
bringing about authentic learning situations and community effort 
in forging a Singapore teacher identity.
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Not Without Challenges

The challenge is in the making of sound decisions in difficult 
situations. You have to make a judgement call to the best of your 
ability. My advice? If you do feel lost, turn to someone who is 
wiser as a mentor-educator from whom you can seek counsel. 
When you see the whole spectrum of kids, you will be asked to 
be more compassionate and open. A colleague once said to me: 
“Compassion can become a weakness.” I believe compassion holds 
community together, coupled with a sense of purpose, imagination, 
being grounded and able to envision possibilities. 

Today the New Future of Education

With increasing interdisciplinary design thinking in our work, it never 
ceases to seed change in our perspective towards work ethic, and 
changing linear instructional methods to a more emergent pedagogy. 
This is likened to designing independent creative content that needs 
constant updating as well. Having gone through different types of 
teaching and learning environments, I believe that every leader will 
want to work along colleagues who are transformative, interested in 
collaborative teams that are participatory and value the production 
of new ways of seeing and knowing. With the constant change 
that is ever present, I also believe in the continuing professional 
development of teachers to meet these challenges. Reimagined.
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Christine Chen

Dr Christine Chen is the founder and current President of 
the Association for Early Childhood Educators, Singapore. 
As the principal of the first workplace childcare centre for 
factory workers’ children, she learnt the importance of having 
qualified teachers to ensure quality education for all children. 
As a result, she has advocated for teacher development, 
continuous learning and career pathways for early childhood 
educators for more than 25 years.

Never too 
young to enjoy 
learning
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Fulfilling a Demand

I studied social work in the National University of Singapore. Soon 
after graduation, I married my husband Prof Chen Charng Ning and 
went to New York City with him as he was taking up a post there. 
However, I could not do social work there because of licensing 
issues so I decided to go into education, as I had previously wanted 
to be a teacher.

Eventually, I applied to study at the Bank Street College for Education, 
which is a progressive School of Education. They paid for my course 
fees and gave me an internship, and that was how my career in 
early childhood began. Thereafter, I taught in a nursery school 
there for six years.

At that time, Nanyang Technological Institute, later re-named 
Nanyang Technological University (NTU), School of Civil and 
Structural Engineering invited my husband to be its first dean. By 
then, we had four children aged between 2 and 8, and I was keen 
to return to Singapore after being away for 10 years.

When I returned in the early 1980s, women were in demand in the 
workforce, hence workplace childcare centres were much needed as 
well. Because of that, my friends at the then Ministry of Social Affairs, 
asked me to help start the first workplace childcare in Chartered 
Industries of Singapore located at Jalan Boon Lay. While running 
the centre, I realised that it was important for teachers to undergo 
a good preparation programme in order to ensure that children all 
over Singapore receive quality early childhood education.
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Soon, other workplace childcare centres were in operation. The 
second childcare centre was at the Tanglin Barracks of the Singapore 
Armed Forces and a third one at the Monetary Authority of Singapore. 
We were the three principals (called supervisors in those days) who 
started the Association for Child Care Educators (ACCE) in 1990.

In 1999, PSTA (Preschool Teachers Association for kindergarten 
teachers) and the ACCE came together to form the Association for 
Early Childhood Educators, Singapore (AECES), of which I then 
became the Founding President.

Quality Preschools and Outcomes for Children

The outcomes depend not only on the schools but on the families 
of young children as well. By the age of four, there is a 30-million 
word gap between children from families of higher socio-economic 
background and that from the lower socio-economic one. We 
hope that we will be able to narrow this gap with quality programmes 
in preschools. 

AECES considered itself to be fortunate to be given the opportunity 
to co-ordinate the Ministry of Education’s programme called the 
Focused Language Assistance in Reading (FLAiR). FLAiR was 
started in 2007 to help Kindergarten Two children who require 
additional support in learning the English Language. These are 
children whose home environment lacks listening and speaking 
opportunities as well as reading materials in the English Language. 
The Association has been carrying out professional development 
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for the ProFLAiRs who would go to about 400 preschools daily to 
carry out the FLAiR programme. 

With the establishment of the Early Childhood Development Agency 
(ECDA) in 2013, it signals a significant change of perspective from 
early childhood education to early childhood development. This 
entails the involvement of other professionals in the early childhood 
playing field.

AECES partners ECDA in the KidSTART programme which gives 
children from low-income families a better start in life. It provides 
age-appropriate child development programmes, enhances 
parent-child interaction and promotes earlier enrolment and 
preschool attendance. 
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Quality Teachers for Quality Preschools

In the early 1980s, the Ministry of Community Development 
was the regulating Ministry for childcare centres, including 
2,000 teachers with educational qualifications ranging 
from Primary 6 to Secondary 2. With the initial goal of 
raising the entry qualifications to three O-levels and 
then to five O-levels, the Association was involved in 
offering the Bridging Programme, Basic, Intermediate and 
eventually the Certificate and Diploma programmes. Now, 
such teacher education programmes for early childhood 
educators are being offered by the National Institute of 
Early Childhood Development (NIEC).

Quality teachers engage in continuous PD and since NIEC 
is now the national institute for early childhood teachers, 
the Association focuses on continuing education. We 
organise overseas trips for practitioners to learn from 
other countries. For those who prefer local experiences, 
we organise visits to different centres so that we can 
learn from each other on home ground. 

Our signature programme is the AECES Code of Ethics 
for Early Childhood Practitioners. It has been put online 
in collaboration with the Singapore University of Social 
Sciences (SUSS). During the Circuit Breaker period we 
facilitated sessions with our Community of Practitioners 
(COP) which evolved into AECES Conversations. 
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Characteristics of a Quality Preschool

Over the years, teacher qualification and preparation as well as 
accessibility, availability and affordability of childcare centres 
were addressed. However, quality of preschool centres is a work 
in progress. 

When we talk about the quality of preschools, we refer to its structure 
(regulation and hardware) and processes (the software). Structure 
refers to the framework in which children are learning in, such as the 
scheduling of their timetables, adult-child ratio, staff qualification, 
equipment and materials, to mention a few. The structure and 
hardware of centres have come a long way and centres today look 
very different from the early days. 

On the other hand, processes or the software are what actually 
goes on in the day-to-day activities, such as how teachers relate 
to the children, their families, their colleagues and even their 
management—all these contribute to quality. While it is easier to 
provide the quality structure, the processes within the structure are 
what ultimately make the difference in quality preschools. 

The processes include the professional communication and 
relationships that transpire between the practitioners and the children 
as well as among all stakeholders. The AECES Code of Ethics 
addresses the obligations and responsibilities of practitioners toward 
children, families, the community, profession and employer. The 
Code of Ethics defines the quality of care and education and will 
provide the bedrock on which we would be building the next wave 
of quality and professionalism.
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Sensing the Quality of the Preschool

When I walk into a preschool, I sense its organisational culture, in 
which the centre’s leader plays a significant role. I believe that the 
principal is the leader, but every teacher is also a leader as she 
influences young lives. As such, who the leader and teachers are 
as persons is very important and this includes being a kind and 
respectful individual. Some basic traits that a kind and respectful 
person possesses include empathy, persistence and a deep sense 
of responsibility. These basic traits are really critical in teacher 
selection. Preschools with teachers and leaders exhibiting such 
traits will make a visitor feel the quality in the relationships that 
transpire within the learning community where children will be able 
to develop a bond with their caring adults. 

Children as Learners

In a rushed and fast-moving world today, children appear to lack 
the attention that they need. We are seeing more children with 
challenging behaviours as they struggle with paying attention in 
class. As family units break down with rising divorces, children may 
be experiencing an atypical life-style and strapped with worries. 
Other children especially those coming from non-English speaking 
homes may not have the vocabulary to express their feelings. 
Children come from diverse households with different cultures. As 
such, teachers should be respectful and kind towards the children, 
work along-side them with empathy, persistence and a deep sense 
of responsibility. 
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Hence, it is not just about teaching the children, but also handling 
many other issues that require the teacher to develop the quality of 
empathy and persistence. It is important to note that children look 
up to their teachers, so teachers should also be aware of their own 
background issues so as to better adjust their approach to work 
with children from backgrounds which are different from theirs.

Children and Families after the COVID-19  
Circuit Breaker

During the Circuit Breaker, children and their families experienced 
online learning. For the first time, teachers and families met in the 
home and not in the school. We meet families in their home ground 
and not in ours. This levels the playing field, giving us better insights 
into the lives of the children; and creating better understanding and 
bonding among all stakeholders.

From our COP sessions, we learnt that online learning has gained 
us greater respect from families on the work that we do as well as 
involve them more in the teaching and learning process. Previously, 
we send “homework” for families to complete with children but 
through online learning we work collaboratively for the benefit of 
the child.

When preschools re-opened, we had this renewed positive 
relationship with families and we built on it by communicating timely 
information on the safety measures to be taken. During the AECES 
Conversation sessions, practitioners reported that the transition, from 
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home back to school, was a smooth one for 
the children. On the other hand, practitioners 
while preparing for the children’s arrival 
were worried and fretful about the wearing 
of masks and implementation of the various 
safety measures. 

However, children adapted very well to 
the wearing of masks, sanitising, washing 
of hands and social distancing (though 
more challenging for the younger children). 

Children can also help in the sanitising 
of materials. They are resilient learners 
and more adaptable than adults. But we 
also realise that the close collaborative 
relationship between practitioners and 
families contributed to the well-being of 
the children. Because the practitioners 
and families made the preschool ready 
for the children, the children just sailed 
smoothly back into the preschool after the 
Circuit Breaker.
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The Future of Preschool Education

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced us to slow down and windows 
of opportunities were opened to innovative practices. Online learning 
has been introduced and it appears to be working well. It should 
be maintained to sustain the bond that has been developed 
between the school and home. We need to build on it and 
ensure that these learning strategies can be shared, not only by 
teachers but by families as well. In this way all children, teachers 
and families can learn through the learning community which will 
enhance learning for all. 

We also learnt that children are resilient and have good coping 
strategies. Perhaps we should learn from the children. We used 
to think that children need to learn from us but this pandemic has 
shown us that we can learn from the children. Children are resilient, 
accepting, creative and innovative beings!

The future for preschool education also has to go beyond pedagogy 
and the four walls of the classroom. Through online learning we have 
brought learning into the homes. We do not take children coming 
into our classrooms at face value. With the diverse challenges 
faced by children and their families, teachers need to understand 
the contexts outside the classroom. 
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we should learn 

from the children. ”
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As such, teacher preparation needs to address diversity issues, not 
only in differences in cultures of different races but the differences 
in cultures of childhood and adulthood; differences in gender; 
differences in socio-economic status; religion and what it is like 
living in a trans-culture family. 

Today, children are being supported with added programmes like 
FLAiR, KidSTART and the Developmental Support Programme. 
These herald a new era where the issues addressed is a 
developmental one. It is time for all professions to work together 
for the development of children. It takes a village to raise a child 
and communication and collaboration are keys to enabling the 
child in achieving his/her potential.

“ We also learnt 
that children are 

resilient and have 
good coping 

strategies. Perhaps 
we should learn 

from the children. ”





Fadilah Isnin

Appointed Principal Master Teacher in 2014, Dr Fadilah Isnin 
had taught in both primary and secondary schools. She 
helped put in place programmes for Malay language teachers 
to upgrade their skills and develop new teaching methods 
to engage students. Besides playing a part in developing 
curricula for primary and secondary school textbooks, she has 
done research in the early literacy development of students 
and helped schools develop basic literacy intervention 
programmes for students with reading difficulties.

Inspired  
to Teach
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Early Language Learning Experience

I am greatly inspired to be a mother tongue 
language teacher because I have deep 
passion for the Malay language, culture 
and literature. My affection for my mother 
tongue grew over time due to its richness 
in terms of history, dialect variations and 
values attached to it. There is a Malay 
saying: “Bahasa Jiwa Bangsa’” or in 
English, “Language is the soul of a race” 
or a community. Language learning is not 
confined to the learning of vocabulary 
but involves recognising the nuances, 
language variety and values ascribed to 
the language. I believe that keeping the 
language alive is of paramount importance 
to Singapore’s multiracial, multilingual and 
multicultural identity. Thus, as a mother 
tongue teacher, I should be committed to 
imparting awareness among our students 
and to develop their full potential in learning 
and using the Malay language. This will 
further motivate and enthuse them to be 
confident in using the language among 
Singaporeans and Malay language 
speakers in the region. 

When I was a Primary 1 pupil in 1967, 
I remember vividly that the spartan 
classroom was more than made up for 
by the dedication of my Malay language 
teacher and her care for her young pupils. 
We were taught beyond the prescribed 
syllabuses and resources. She taught 
language through songs, pantun, poems 
and drama. My teacher did not just 
ensure that we performed well in tests and 
examinations but nurtured our love for the 
Malay language. 

There were also lessons through expe-
riential learning, for example, gardening 
activities. We enriched our vocabulary with 
the names of plants and gardening tools. 
Since most of us could not afford to travel, 
we learnt about different countries, their 
food and dishes, and their cultures through 
simple research and projects. Excursions, 
though limited to visits to biscuit and aer-
ated drink factories, were nonetheless 
meaningful and enriching. 
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After completing my A-Levels in the Malay medium, I wanted to 
become a teacher. However, during that period, the then Institute 
of Education (IE) did not enrol trainee teachers from the Malay 
medium. As an alternative, I joined the Finance Division of MOE. 
There I met principals from various schools who talked about 
their students and that inspired me further to become a teacher. I 
persisted in applying to join the Education Service and eventually 
succeeded in being selected as a trainee teacher. 

Entry into Teaching

Upon completion of my Diploma in Education course, I was posted 
to a primary school. Along the way, I realised that I needed to 
deepen my understanding of my Subject Content Knowledge (SCK) 
and Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK). Over the following 
nine years, I completed my BA, Master of Education and PhD at 
the University of Malaya, Malaysia. After spending eight years 
teaching in schools, I joined the Curriculum Planning & Development 
Division (CPDD), MOE as a Curriculum Planning Officer (CPO) for 
Malay Language (ML). My five years serving as CPO has enabled 
me to enhance and deepen my understanding how curricula 
were conceptualised, designed, developed and implemented. I 
also learned about the symbiotic relationship among syllabuses, 
teaching and learning resources and assessment. Both internal and 
external stakeholders could contribute inputs for the development 
of those resources. 

“ My affection for 
my mother tongue 

grew over time 
due to its richness 
in terms of history, 
dialect variations 

and values 
attached to it. ”
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Nurturing Effective Teachers

In 2010, the Malay Language Centre of Singapore (MLCS) was 
established. It was first under the umbrella of the CPDD, and in 
2014 became a unit of the Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST). 
I was appointed as a Master Teacher in the same year when MLCS 
was established. I believed that capacity building of teachers is 
paramount in uplifting the quality of teaching and learning of ML. 
Together with Mr Mohamed Noh Daipi, Centre Director of MLCS 
and my Master Teacher colleagues, we planned PD programmes 
for ML teachers. These included customised courses for Beginning 
Teachers (Tunas Budiman), Experienced Teachers (Mekar Budiman) 
and Senior and Lead Teachers (Bestari Budiman).

To enrich the knowledge of our ML teachers and enhance their 
capacity in classroom teaching, MLCS organises two signature 
for ML teachers, namely the annual Malay Language Seminar 
programmes (Cendekia Budiman) and the Arif Budiman Lecture 
Series. Every year, MLCS offers between 30 and 40 courses that 
focus on content knowledge (i.e,. Malay grammar, culture, and 
values), pedagogy, assessment and Information & Communications 
Technology (ICT).

Over the last decade, we had planned and carried out PD pro-
grammes based on needs analysis. In 2015, we collected feedback 
from teachers on a massive scale, and the result was humbling. 
Teachers gave very positive feedback on the quantity and quality of 
training programmes conducted, as well as teaching and learning 
resources published for teachers and students respectively in both 
print and ICT-based formats. 

“ I believed that 
capacity building 

of teachers is 
paramount in 
uplifting the 

quality of teaching 
and learning of 

Malay language. ”
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SkillsFuture for Educators

We often ask how students learn, but less frequently ask how 
teachers teach. Teachers must equip themselves with knowledge 
and competencies to facilitate students’ learning. MOE has intro-
duced an enhanced PD Roadmap for teachers—SkillsFuture for 
Educators (SFEd) in 2020. It aims to enhance and deepen teachers’ 
skills that focus on six areas: Assessment Literacy, Differentiated 
Instruction, Inquiry-Based Learning, E-Pedagogy, CCE, and Support 
for Students with Special Educational Needs.

Mother Tongue teachers now have more options to improve their 
skills. They can choose to apply for a full-time BA degree at NIE, 
University of Malaya, Malaysia or a part-time BA course at the 
Singapore University of Social Sciences. 

Supporting Teachers with Rich Resources 

Teaching and learning resources are important for teachers in 
enacting their lesson effectively. The resources enable students to 
gradually understand learning content better. Since its establish-
ment, MLCS has invested time and resources in providing good 
publications both in print and ICT-based formats for ML teachers 
and students. These resources are widely referred to by teachers. 
Thus far, MLCS has published more than 44 printed materials 
on teaching strategies, six board games, and 25 interactive ICT 
resources. MLCS has also published five app-based resources 
for the teaching and learning of Malay language, winning the MOE 
Innergy Awards. To facilitate easy access, we also uploaded the 
resources on the MLCS website.

“ I believed that 
capacity building 

of teachers is 
paramount in 
uplifting the 

quality of teaching 
and learning of 

Malay language. ”

“ We often ask 
how students 
learn, but less 

frequently ask how 
teachers teach. ”
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Early Basic Literacy

It was an enriching and meaningful experience for me when 
resources that I developed with colleagues were well received 
by teachers, such as the one on nurturing basic reading skills 
among pupils. We embarked on the journey in 2008, factoring in 
the different levels of reading abilities among pupils and aiming 
to meet the learners’ needs. The resources were used for the 
intervention programme Saya Boleh Baca (SBB) or “I Can Read”. 
SBB develops pupils’ reading abilities through guided reading by 
teachers, as well as independent reading and collaborative learning 
among pupils. The SBB package includes graded reading texts 
in the form of vocabulary and sentences, pupils’ reading records 
and reflection activities. 

Most of the struggling readers “graduated” from the programme and 
had been placed in their normal class. SBB further entrenched my 
belief that no child should be left behind and every child matters. 
By providing appropriate and adequate support, teachers can 
make a difference in helping children develop their reading skills. 

“ Learning mother 
tongue is about 

appreciating and 
connecting us to 
our roots, values 

and culture. ”
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Use of Mother Tongue in Everyday Life

Learning mother tongue is about appreciating 
and connecting us to our roots, values and 
culture. While students mastering English 
Language is crucial for communicating 
with others in Singapore and around the 
world, they should also have the passion to 
learn their mother tongue, to have a sense 
of belonging and increased confidence in 
their identity. 

The beauty of knowing one’s mother tongue 
is to enjoy connection with family members, 
relatives, and friends, and even help direct 
strangers who speak the language if they 
are lost and to befriend them. When students 
experience language learning through a 
dikir barat lesson, lantern making or even 
playing five stones, use of the mother tongue 
language comes alive for them. 

Students today find it harder to master mother 
tongue compared to the older generation. 
During my school days, I conversed mainly in 
Malay with my parents, grandparents, siblings 
and neighbours. The Singapore Radio and 
Television station had begun transmission 
in 1963 with only one channel showing 

programmes in four official languages. We 
watched a very popular Malay weekly-aired 
drama entitled Pak Awang Temberang (Pak 
Awang the Chatter). In secondary school, 
my CCA was Malay Language, Drama and 
Dance Society. The frequent use and wide 
exposure to the use of the Malay language 
and the culture deepened my appreciation 
of and love for both.

Today, English is predominantly used at 
home for all races in Singapore. Both children 
and adults are glued to Netflix channels and 
YouTube for entertainment and relaxation. 
They use Google portals for references and 
Google translate to check on vocabulary 
and expressions although it may not give 
accurate results.

To foster a more conducive environment for 
students to use Mother Tongue Language 
(MTL), the MTL Review Committee 2010, 
encouraged schools to organise Mother 
Tongue Fortnight programmes to create 
opportunities for students to use MTL in excit-
ing ways. This is to strengthen the use of MTL 
beyond classroom and school environment. 

“ Learning mother 
tongue is about 

appreciating and 
connecting us to 
our roots, values 

and culture. ”
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MOE will introduce Mother Tongue Support Programme for pupils 
who find learning MTL challenging—for all Primary 3 pupils in 2021 
and Primary 4 pupils in 2022. The new curriculum for secondary 
school starting from cohort 2021 will focus on national identity, 
greater cultural knowledge and contemporary materials. Mother 
tongue teachers are to play a more important role in developing 
students as proficient language users, and to keeping MTL alive 
as a valuable living language for the young.

To equip teachers with appropriate strategies, MLCS developed 
24 teaching video resources on spoken interaction skills. These 
include the use of appropriate language while interacting with elders, 
family members and friends, and effective communication during 
classroom discussions. MLCS also trained teachers to develop 
one-minute videos as oral interaction skills resources. Through 
collaboration with teachers, MLCS managed to develop 20 such 
video clips which are widely used in schools.

Hopes for the Future

I believe that everyone should play a part in helping our future 
generation to passionately learn and appreciate the mother tongue 
language. Teachers must continue learning from one another, and 
learn as a team. In this respect, I would like our Malay language 
teachers and students realise the vision of Arif Budiman—being 
learned in Malay language, literature, culture and values and con-
tributing to our community.

“ I believe that 
everyone should 

play a part in 
helping our future 

generation to 
passionately learn 

and appreciate 
the mother tongue 

language. ”
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COVID-19 Pandemic—The New Normal for Teachers

During the COVID-19 pandemic, we could 
not conduct PD programmes for teachers 
through face-to-face interaction, but tech-
nology became an effective alternative 
platform. Our Master Teachers carried out 
asynchronous learning sessions online, 
allowing more time and greater flexibility for 
teachers to participate at their own pace.

Our ICT team lent support by setting up 
a “self-made studio”. Thus far, MLCS 
has completed six electronic-learning 
(e-learning) courses in the post-Circuit 
Breaker period with nearly 300 teachers 
completing the online PD. Teachers found 
the new approach effective as learning 
became more flexible. Through this COVID-
19 experience, we found that e-learning 
PD can be as effective as the face-to-
face courses. MLCS will offer 10 more 
e-learning PD sessions from August to 
November 2020.

Teachers had to be nimble and adapt 
when schools moved to home-based 
learning (HBL) at the onset of the pan-
demic. MLCS Master Teachers quickly 
developed 150 online resources for 
primary school pupils and 35 for sec-
ondary school students. The resources 
included those on core language skills, 
grammar and vocabulary. They covered 
the learning experiences prescribed by 
the SLS, that is, acquisition, discussion, 
collaboration, inquiry and customisation. 
Several resources were shared by a cou-
ple of thousand teachers. 

Moving forward, the teaching fraternity 
has accepted that this is the new normal. 
All of us will face the challenges together, 
supporting each other to ensure that the 
teaching and learning of mother tongue 
languages will continue to flourish for the 
benefit of our young generation.





Kwek Hiok Chuang

Mr Kwek Hiok Chuang, former Principal of Nanyang Junior 
College, was often seen with a cup of coffee in hand, having 
a chat with students in the canteen. Many former students 
were pleasantly surprised by how they could enjoy a candid 
conversation with the principal, sharing with him their 
suggestions for the school and their views about various 
topics, and even their personal struggles and concerns. 
They had also observed him helping school attendants wipe 
dry study benches after the rain and rushing to purchase 
standing fans for the classes when the weather turned 
unbearably warm. He was undoubtedly the school’s #1 fan. His 
commitment and love for the school inspired his students to 
do the same. 

Building a Positive 
School Culture 
Over Coffee
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1Simplicity is Key to Success

Principals are powerful influencers in the 
school. With a heart for the students, staff 
and the organisation, the principal would 
be on track in developing a positive school 
culture that supports the growth and 
development of all within. 

As the principal of a junior college, it was 
important for me to consciously take in the 
perspective of a 17- or 18-year-old when 
making decisions and evaluating policies 
regarding the running of the school. In 
one of the first meetings that I had with 
the staff, I shared with them how much I 
treasure autonomy and how I had trouble 
performing well in school where there were 
many constraints. Likewise, many of our 
students would find it difficult to excel in a 
restrictive environment and as a college, 
we should look into how we could facilitate 
the exercise of autonomy and at the same 
time guide our students in understanding 
that with freedom comes accountability.

An example of the application of this is the 
changes we made to the school library. I 
was disturbed that the school library was 

not frequented by students. I looked at 
the collection of books, looked into the 
furniture and design, and when I asked 
for the library rules, I was shocked to see 
that they covered four pages! There were 
simply too many hurdles for students to 
clear just to get into the library. So I worked 
with the librarian to reduce the rules to just 
the essentials—and the four pages became 
half a page. 

Simplicity is key. There is no need for many 
complicated rules and regulations if we can 
help students understand the principles 
and rationale behind the desired behaviour. 
One of the long list of library rules was 
that students were not allowed to wear PE 
t-shirts into the library. The rationale was 
to avoid the stench of perspiration from 
pervading the library. But without sharing 
the rationale with the students, the root of 
the problem remained as students were 
entering the library, still soaked in per-
spiration despite being in their full school 
uniform. So rather than adding on to the 
list of rules, we educated the students on 
the basics of hygiene.
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1Another example has got to do with the access to the lift 

in the college. In most schools, lifts can only be operated 
by specific persons with the access key. This is to prevent 
unnecessary usage of the lifts by students. In Nanyang 
JC, it was done differently. The lift was shared by all. We 
only had to educate students to be responsible users, 
looking out for people who had a greater need to use 
the lift. 

The above two examples show how I shifted the per-
spective of staff and students, and at the same time, 
shaping a culture of trust and responsibility. There are 
actually plenty of teaching moments and opportunities 
to influence students every day.

Students spend most of their time in school. Respect 
and sense of responsibility can be learnt through their 
observation of the people in the school. For my retirement, 
my students presented to me a bound book of their 
observations of me and I was very moved by their entries. 
They wrote about small, simple things like how they 
observed me picking up litter, going round distributing 
apples to different groups of students at the study tables 
and picking up the tab at the canteen hot drinks stall. 
They also remembered my many one-liners like “Let’s 
call a Spade a Spade” and “Solve the problem; don’t be 
the problem”. It reveals that indeed, small things matter, 
not the big policies and school rules.

“ Simplicity is 
key. There is no 
need for many 
complicated 

rules and 
regulations if we 
can help students 

understand the 
principles and 

rationale behind 
the desired 
behaviour. ”
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3Understanding Students’ Needs

Nanyang JC has been receiving students from all over the island. 
To give students ample time to travel to school, avoiding peak hour 
traffic and having that little extra snooze time, I decided to move 
the starting time of lessons from 7.30am to 8.30am. But at that later 
hour, the parade square could be very hot. So I initiated a change 
in the assembly layout such that instead of the regular block format, 
the students could assemble in the shade as long as they did so in 
an orderly manner. The focus should not be so much on the form, 
i.e. having neat rows in well-defined blocks, but it is about getting 
the students to be orderly during flag raising. 

Encouraging Students to Build Friendships

Putting in place too much disciplinary rules will make our students 
more conforming and less of a risk taker. We want them to be 
innovative so that they can make a difference and make the world 
a better place. 

Successful people socialise a lot. Talking to strangers is not easy, 
so we help our students to be more confident and aware of social 
cues. They need to open up, talk to more people, and exchange 
their views with different people. I encouraged them to be daring 
enough to take the first step, approach strangers and make at least 
200 friends by the time they leave the college. They should not just 
stick to their own social circle, but also interact and socialise with 
students from different courses. 

“ Putting in place too 
much disciplinary 

rules will make 
our students more 
conforming and 

less of a risk taker. 
We want them to 
be innovative so 

that they can make 
a difference and 
make the world a 

better place. ”
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We want them to 
be innovative so 

that they can make 
a difference and 
make the world a 

better place. ”

Building Ties with Parents

I hold regular dialogue sessions with parents. There are 
two types of parents: those who are too busy and those 
who are too free.

Type 1: Parents are hands-off. When students misbehave, 
act irresponsibly or cross the line, the school needs to bring 
in the parents and work with them to address the issues. 

Type 2: Parents who constantly hover over their children. 
These parents need to be reminded about the importance 
of letting go. They need to give their children the freedom 
to explore and be independent. 

Parents are stressed because they often compare their 
children’s performance with that of their friends’ children, 
without considering the challenges their children are 
facing. Parents must know the strengths and learning pace 
of their children, so patience is key. During these dialogue 
sessions with parents, teachers also need to persevere, 
as it is not easy to solve the problem of parental anxiety.

I had invited parents to take half-day off from work, and 
brought them around the school to speak with other 
students and observe the classes. When parents saw 
for themselves how the schooI functioned, they became 
less anxious. 
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There was this child who returned a lost wallet containing money 
and important documents. I made it a point to call the parents to let 
them know how fortunate they are to have raised an honest child. 
The student will usually appreciate it when the principal praises him 
in front of his parents. So a two-minute phone call like that would 
definitely make all the difference.

Importance of Reflection

Meeting the needs of students and staff is my priority and I believe 
in taking small steps to achieve that. It’s good to understand why 
people do things in a certain way, but sometimes, schools tend to 
focus too much on daily operations and common practice, without 
reflecting on the process. 

Reflections are very important. I personally do my own reflection 
every night by writing a paragraph in my diary, answering the ques-
tion: How can I do it better tomorrow? If you reflect every day as a 
leader, you will bring progress to the school that you are leading.

The culture of reflection is also important for our teachers. We want 
our teachers to be able to stand confidently in front of the classroom 
and engage their students in active learning. Besides ensuring that 
our teachers are developed professionally in content mastery and 
pedagogy, our Staff Development Committee also scheduled time 
for staff to share and reflect on their teaching. 

“ It’s good to 
understand why 

people do things in 
a certain way, but 

sometimes, schools 
tend to focus too 

much on daily 
operations and 

common practice, 
without reflecting 

on the process. ”
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tend to focus too 

much on daily 
operations and 

common practice, 
without reflecting 

on the process. ”

As a student, I was taught a Chinese phrase—己所不欲勿施予人—that 
teaches us not to do unto others what you would not want done unto 
you. So I reminded my teachers to avoid doing to their students the 
things that they did not like when they themselves were students. 

Walking the Ground

I practised an open-door policy. I made it a point to eat in the 
canteen. I saw what the students ate and I ate the same. I wanted 
an authentic experience of what they were experiencing during 
recess—the queuing and the waiting for seats—I made sure that 
I was not getting any special treatment from anyone.

As I walked around the college, I made sure I walked alone, without 
my Vice-Principals. That way, I could observe more things and 
students were more likely to initiate conversation with me. It can 
be intimidating when it is a group of two or three school leaders.

Where there is a complaint from the staff, I would conduct my own 
investigation to find out the reasons behind the complaint. Often, 
they were a result of miscommunication. I would usually play the 
role of a mediator to help the parties involved resolve the problem. 
My staff trusted that whatever was shared with or said to me would 
not be used against them in future. This trust is very important. With 
constructive feedback and open communication, we can build a 
positive and safe working environment where staff are actively 
looking to improve and contribute. 

“ This trust is very 
important. With 

constructive 
feedback and open 

communication, 
we can build 

a positive and 
safe working 

environment where 
staff are actively 

looking to improve 
and contribute. ”



Building a Positive School Culture Over Coffee

106 10
7Building a Growth Mindset

It is just normal practice to do strategic planning with 
mid-year and year-end reviews. The difference is that at 
the year-end staff review, we made sure that all the views 
and reflections are captured. What matters is not only 
what you do, but how you do it. With this understanding, 
the staff provided feedback on the college practices and 
gave suggestions on how we could improve.

This is not, and cannot be, just an exercise on paper. 

If a staff member had a suggestion, he or she would be 
allowed the space to try out the idea. If the outcome of 
the trial was not ideal, I would discuss and reflect together 
with them on how we could improve the processes. 

In the time that I was with Nanyang JC, I had gathered 
about 300 feedback on how we could improve the school. 
I followed up on each of the 300 suggestions—from 
small to big ideas. This attention given to the input from 
the staff and students ensured their continued interest 
and commitment to look out for one another and help 
the college grow. 

“ What matters is not 
only what you do, 
but how you do it. ”
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“ What matters is not 
only what you do, 
but how you do it. ”

Meeting Challenges in a Pandemic

This year the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the closure of schools, 
offices and various facilities during the Circuit Breaker period. This 
has indeed affected my work in education but it has also created an 
opportunity for me to re-invent my work processes. My colleagues 
and I found innovative ways to meet virtually and to communicate 
with our strategic partners. We also needed to exercise self-discipline 
and self-directedness when we worked from home. 

During this period, schools, teachers and students would have 
recognised the importance of digital literacy and being prepared 
for HBL. For those who struggle with HBL, be they educators, 
parents or students, find out the reasons for the struggle. Problems 
with hardware and network can be resolved easily. If the issues 
are related to learning strategies and motivation, counselling may 
be required. 





Abdul Aziz 

Postgraduate Diploma in Education  

programme student at NIE

The region, the world, now and the future 
Every teacher and student to strive with fervour 
Able and educated the population must be 
Coping with challenges surviving adversity 
Heritage and history a person must know 
Engage and enrich the self and more 
Remember the duty, the responsibility, the call 
Singapore our homeland, forever stand tall

T.E.A.C.H.E.R.S
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C Kunalan

Mr C Kunalan made his mark as a model sportsman when 
he started competitive running in late 1962, at the age of 20. 
Since then, he had participated and won medals in various 
international games, and held the 100m National Record 
for 33 years. He taught at the primary and secondary levels 
before joining NIE as Assistant Professor and making his 
mark as a Sports Science lecturer. He retired from NIE in 2010. 
He has been employed full time at Sport Singapore since then.

Track Legend 
Holds Life 
Lessons
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3Humble Beginnings 

I was born in Pengarang, Johor, Malaysia. When I was about two 
or three years old, my family came to Singapore by boat. My father 
had found work with Malayan Brewery and we lived in company 
quarters directly opposite Gillman Barracks. 

My primary school was Pasir Panjang English School and I went on 
to complete my secondary education at Pasir Panjang Secondary 
School in 1959. In 1962, I joined TTC. During those days, we were 
trained on a part-time basis; we taught in schools in the morning 
and then attended lectures in the afternoon or vice versa. I began 
my career in teaching before my involvement in competitive sports.

When I was in primary school, I never envisioned myself to be a 
runner. The only activities I participated in during sports day were 
the potato race, egg and spoon race, and sack race. When I was 
in Secondary 3, we had a combined sports day with Crescent 
Girls’ School and I was one of the boys entered to run the one-mile 
open category. While some of the boys were wearing shoes, I was 
running barefooted and without any training. I came in third. 

The following year, 1959, at our school sports, I was placed to 
run the mile again. And I came in first even though we all were 
mistakenly made to run an extra lap. I got to represent the school 
at the nationals at Farrer Park. In that race, I didn’t win. In fact I 
came in last. Then I left school after my O-Levels.
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5From Competitive Running to Teaching

When I left school at the end of 1959, I was too young to work. I 
had neglected my studies and achieved only 3 O-Level passes. 
My father was really concerned for me so he sent me to a night 
school where I took shorthand and typewriting lessons. One day, 
the owner of the night school said to me: “You teach our English 
class in the night school. In return, you do not have to pay for your 
typewriting and shorthand classes.” 

Towards the end of the year, I applied to MOE and—miracle of 
miracles!—I was accepted as a temporary teacher after the second 
round of interview at Kay Siang Road. At that time, there was a mass 
recruitment of teachers to cater to the baby boomers.

My family had moved from Alexander Road to our new home at 
Paterson Road. I was assigned to teach at Tiong Bahru Primary 
School. I was very committed. I taught there for six years, teaching 
every subject except mother tongue.
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Educator

During my studies in TTC, I was very active in playing 
soccer. While I was on the field one day, a lecturer saw 
the way I was chasing the ball. Later, he spoke to me 
about my running potential. I was not interested then and 
tried to avoid him, but not for long. Almost six months 
after our first meeting we accidentally met along one 
of the corridors of TTC and he asked me when I would 
join the national athletes in training. This I think was the 
turning point in my career. 

That lecturer became my teaching supervisor and came 
to evaluate my teaching at Tiong Bahru School. This 
probably was the main reason why I agreed to go to 
Farrer Park for training. The main team was away at an 
overseas competition and so he gave me individual 
attention and he taught me to run effectively. When the 
national team returned from Sarawak, I raced against 
them and came in third. My soccer team mates were so 
supportive that they bought me a pair of spiked shoes 
from China for $12. One of them also encouraged me to 
move to Dunearn Secondary Technical School (DSTS) to 
join the sports department and I eventually did. I taught 
and coached at DSTS till the beginning of 1980.
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Track Legend Holds Life Lessons

Support and Encouragement Key to Success

My wife (seen in the photos below) stopped running after she 
became pregnant with our first daughter. However, she has remained 
the most supportive person in my running career. This is under-
standable, considering that she herself was a competitive runner 
in her younger days.

After the 1970 Asian Games, I focused on training the DSTS athletics 
team. In 1972, I started with a few boys on the team and we won 
a few medals at the Bukit Timah District meet. In 1973, we were 
Division A Boys champions, beating for the first time a few big-
named schools. In 1974, we were allowed to take part only in the 
Division B and C races, and we emerged runners-up. Then in 1975 
we were B Division Boys champion. From 1976 to 1978 I attended 
lectures three times a week for the part-time course at NIE called the 
Advanced Certificate of Education. This affected my commitment 
to the DSTS athletics team and our performance dropped. When 
I was about to pick up the responsibilities of coaching, it was time 
to leave on the Colombo Plan Scholarship in Western Australia. 
That ended my time with school coaching. 
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Towards the end of 1979, I was awarded 
the Colombo Plan Scholarship to pursue a 
certificate course in physical education in 
Western Australia. After the nine-month course, 
I wanted a change from teaching secondary 
students and applied to the NIE.

When NIE accepted my application in 1980, 
MOE gave me a two-year secondment. In 
1983, NIE decided to award a Diploma—not 
Certificate—to its teacher-graduates. But at 
that time, we were just an institute of education, 
and an institute could only award a Certificate. 
As such, the College of Physical Education 
was set up.

To facilitate the process of setting up the 
college, a German advisor was brought in. 
He identified me to be the first person to go 
to Germany on a scholarship so that I would 
eventually be the link between the College 
of Physical Education and Germany. So I left 
Singapore in 1983. The first two months in 
Germany were spent in language studies. It 
is a rather mean feat for me—who had never 
passed my second language in Tamil—to top 

that German language class. And then for 
the next 10 months at the university, I was 
involved in an athletics coaching course 
which I topped too.

I was still doing my course in Germany when 
the college was eventually set up in April 
1984. Upon returning to Singapore, I met 
the college’s Principal Dr Paul Robinson. He 
gave me a spot on the teaching staff based 
on my running reputation and involvement 
as a student developer in schools and NIE.

Later I also did a specially designed two-
year Masters course at the University of 
Loughborough to accommodate my lack 
of a basic university degree. With these 
opportunities, I managed to improve my 
coaching knowledge so I could better help 
as the national sprint coach when I was 
invited to coach the 1993 SEA Games 
sprint squad. The relay squad eventually 
broke the national record which I had 
helped to set as a national athlete in 1974 
at the Asian Games.
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I had been involved with education from 1961 to 2010. After my 
retirement from NIE, I first served with Active SG, before asking for 
a transfer to the Singapore Sports Institute (SSI). The institute looks 
after every aspect of elite athletes’ development.

There is this one department at SSI called Coach Education. They 
run a programme called Continuing Coach Education and one of 
the topics is Seasonal Planning. I was told that I could be in charge 
of getting ready the content to help coaches do thorough planning 
in their training of elite athletes. I think it is very important to have 
such plans for them, so my role is to look at the content from various 
sources and putting together the lectures for the Continuing Coach 
Education course.

Now I also constantly try to keep myself fit by doing some sort 
of physical activity for an hour every day. It is important, but just 
as important are the three values that I live by—we call them the 
Olympic Values—Excellence, Friendship and Respect.

And I say to parents: support your kids in their CCAs. If they are 
talented, support them even further—on to higher levels of any 
particular activity. The whole society (including the Government) 
has to be thinking like this. Due support and recognition must be 
given to those young men and women who want to excel for their 
country. In sports, give five more years of your life to high level 
sports after your school-life-sports. There is plenty of time to “make 
a decent living” after your “professional” participation in sports or 
other worthwhile activities. 

“ The three values 
that I live by—we 

call them the 
Olympic Values—

Excellence, 
Friendship 

and Respect. ”
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A personal testimony to racial harmony

Back in the early 1960s, inter-racial marriages were a rarity in 
Singapore. Kunalan dated Chong Yoong Yin, who was also a teacher. 
She was active in netball and running. There was an Athletics Club 
in TTC and both of them were members.

Despite initial objection from both sets of parents, Kunalan and 
Yoong Yin eventually married with their blessings. They have three 
daughters, one of whom is also a teacher.

When talking about racial harmony to students or giving marital 
counselling to friends, these two teachers can truly let their family 
life speak for them.
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Pang Eng Fong

Professor Pang Eng Fong started as a lecturer in the 
Department of Economics at the University of Singapore 
in 1971 before joining the Economic Research Centre and 
later the Department of Business Policy. He had served 
as Singapore’s Ambassador/High Commissioner in Seoul, 
Brussels and London. He was Dean of the Lee Kong Chian 
School of Business, Singapore Management University where 
he is presently Emeritus Professor.

Education No 
Longer a One-
Way Traffic
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3Economics as a Career

I joined the University of Singapore (SU) in 1964 and 
took Economics, Philosophy and Mathematics in my first 
year. In the second and final year, I was in the economics 
honours programme. After graduation, a visiting professor 
from the University of Illinois encouraged me to enrol in 
a Masters programme in industrial relations at his home 
university. I went on to complete a PhD when the Institute 
launched a doctoral programme. My dissertation was on 
the economics of educational planning

From Research to Policy

Returning to Singapore in 1971, I joined the Economics 
Department in SU, before transferring to the Economic 
Research Centre (ERC) a year later. In 1973, Professor 
You Poh Seng stepped down as the director and I 
replaced him. Besides conducting Singapore-related 
research, the Centre undertook projects for the Ministry of 
Finance. I worked with the Ministry to develop a national 
manpower plan to guide educational enrolments. In the 
1970s, the Centre initiated annual employment surveys of 
graduates from SU and Nanyang University (NU). The first 
survey revealed a large gap in employment performance 
between SU and NU graduates. This finding spurred 
the development of the Joint Campus to close the gap 

“ The Government’s 
perspective on 

education in 
general went 
beyond skills 

training. Education 
also had to 

inculcate values, 
nurture character 

and make 
better citizens. ”
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universities, polytechnics also carry out tracer studies.

Importance of Education

When Singapore became independent, one major challenge 
was to quicken economic growth and create jobs, especially 
suitable ones for new graduates. The Government’s perspective 
on education in general went beyond skills training. Education 
also had to inculcate values, nurture character and make 
better citizens.

Local and Global Perspectives

Until the 1990s when universities became more globally-
oriented, economic research in Singapore as elsewhere in 
the region, was largely on local topics. Today, economic 
research focuses more on specialised or theoretical issues. 
Such research advances the discipline and is more in line with 
the priorities of universities that aim to rise in global rankings. 
Country-based empirical work is not as highly valued or 
perceived to be career-enhancing. For a country like Singapore, 
both kinds of research are important. The challenge is to get 
the balance right not just in research but to evolve a diversified 
faculty that is responsive to local concerns as well as the 
learning needs of students.
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5Culture of Participation

The University of Singapore that I joined as a lecturer in 1971 
followed the British education model. This lecture-tutorial system 
works well when there is an established culture of participation. It 
did not work so well with an exam-minded student population not 
accustomed to speaking up or speaking out. 

The setting-up of Singapore Management University (SMU) in 2000 
changed the university landscape in Singapore. SMU adopted the 
small-college American model with small classes and a grading 
system that did not depend solely on the final examination. 

SMU’s pedagogy has found favour with the other local universities. 
A course grade is now the result of work done during the entire 
term and not based on performance in a final exam. More learning 
now takes place outside the classroom in the form of special proj-
ects, internships and semester abroad. Final-year exam results no 
longer determine the quality of the degree a student receives on 
graduation. The Grade Point Average (GPA), which is based on all 
graded courses taken, is the statistic that matters more. Over the 
last two decades, the quality of students joining the universities in 
Singapore has been rising steadily. Changes in the school system 
have helped students to be more open and engaged. In conse-
quence, I find teaching to be a more fulfilling experience today 
than in the 1970s and 1980s when faculty-student interactions were 
more formal and limited.
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While posted overseas, I had the opportunity to learn 
more about the higher education in South Korea, Belgium 
and the United Kingdom. The UK model is one familiar 
to many Singaporeans. For business and social science 
students, it revolved around classroom learning with few 
opportunities for outside class experiences. Selective 
universities took in academically brighter students who 
tend to do better, at least initially, in the job market. 

For Singaporean students in British universities, being 
abroad was a big change and many found the experience 
exhilarating. They learn to do more things on their own 
and to adapt. Some took leadership positions in student 
associations. When they return to Singapore, you could 
tell quickly that they have studied abroad. 

In the past 10–15 years, more students in local univer-
sities have been able to travel widely, spend a semester 
studying abroad and work as interns in the region. 
Their exposure has given them confidence and the 
gap between them and foreign-trained graduates is 
less obvious. For both groups, affluence in Singapore 
together with global changes have widened their horizon. 
In many ways, they share many of the same values like 
openness and curiosity that animate young people in 
rich countries. 

“ More learning now 
takes place outside 

the classroom 
in the form of 

special projects, 
internships and 

semester abroad. ”
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When I was studying for a Master degree at the Institute of Labour 
and Industrial Relations in the University of Illinois, I had no plan 
to complete a PhD. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, one did not 
require a PhD to get a job as a lecturer. In 1969, the Institute started a 
PhD programme and I applied, partly because I could get a research 
assistantship and partly because I wanted to stay on to continue 
a romantic relationship. Had the American professor not been at 
SU in the mid-1960s and had the Asia Foundation not given me a 
scholarship, my life would have taken a different trajectory. I would 
likely have joined the civil service. Luckily too, my parents did not 
expect me to contribute income to support my younger siblings.

Teachers as Counsellors

In the old days, faculty and students do not interact much outside 
the classroom. Today, the culture is vastly different. Many will come 
by to talk about the courses we teach. Others will drop by to seek 
career advice. Yet others will share stories about their lives and 
relationships. Many students took their first SMU course with me in 
Year 1. For a few students their last class in Year 4 was also with me. 
For me, it is really wonderful to see their remarkable transformation 
from anxious students to articulate personalities. 

For a few years, I taught a variant of a capstone class that business 
school students had to take before graduation. The course covered 
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7topics like luck, gender, work, inequality and life’s challenges. As 

part of the course, students had to write a reflection essay on any 
topic discussed in class or on their experiences as SMU students. 
I put together in two volumes over a hundred of their essays. A 
few students preferred to remain anonymous as they wrote raw, 
heart-wrenching stories about their dysfunctional families, troubled 
relationships, torn identities and the unremitting pressure to get 
good grades in school. While most students cope well with the 
stress of life, it is also clear that the meritocratic system we value 
so highly takes a toll on young people.

The Future of Further Education

Having been associated with universities for close to half a century, 
I can look back and see how far we have changed and mostly for 
the better too. Whereas classroom learning was once central, today 
it is just one component of the total learning experience. Students 
learn in so many ways—from teamwork, projects, internships, 
volunteer and community work, travel and semester abroad and 
part-time jobs. If you ask students about their life now, they will 
say that a lot of it happens outside the classroom. Universities can 
contribute by creating an environment in which students can learn 
on their own as well as from people with different experiences. In the 
pre-Internet age, students learn mostly from books and professors. 
Although still important, the professor’s role in the higher education 
system has changed. It is less about the transfer of content but 
more about sharing and collaborating. As technologies evolve, new 
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university education will depend more on his own initiative. They 
can progress faster when universities put in place flexible systems 
for recognising course credit while acknowledging different ways of 
acquiring new skills and knowledge. The more students take charge 
of their learning and skill acquisition, the richer will be their lives, 
intellectually and emotionally. Employers and society in general will 
benefit greatly from their initiative and creativity.

Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic

On the personal front, one’s ways of responding to disruptive forces 
do not change quickly. Habits formed over decades persist. With 
fewer engagements and distractions, there is more time to read and 
what a pleasure it is to re-read books and reflect on their influence 
on one’s life.

On teaching, universities will move more courses online, a trend that 
began a while back and will quicken. Their challenge is to provide 
an education and experience that students value. There will have 
to be a stronger focus on improving learning outcomes. And it is 
far from clear how this objective can be achieved in an era when 
a university’s self-image is driven by global aspirations.
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important, the 
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Post-pandemic Scenarios

The largely state-funded universities in Singapore will adapt. There 
will be cost pressures as well as demand for more job-relevant 
skills. But where or what new jobs to create and how to prepare 
students for these jobs will emerge as a major subject of policy 
debate. Providing avenues for lifelong learning (and relearning) 
could evolve to be a core mission of universities.

On HBL, educators, parents and students are coping in different 
ways. The internet is vital to our work and even our identity—social 
media can be immersive and addictive. It is easy to be diverted from 
the task at hand when one goes online. So each of us will have to find 
a balance of sorts as no general rule applies. Taking responsibility 
for one’s choices and actions becomes ever more important.





Denise Phua

Ms Denise Phua is passionate about supporting the welfare of 
individuals with special needs, from the young to the older. An 
active volunteer after discovering her son’s autism, she was 
later elected as the President of the Autism Resource Centre 
(Singapore). Ms Phua co-founded Pathlight School, and later 
went on to support Eden School, besides other inclusion 
projects for persons with special needs.

Changing 
perspectives in 
special needs
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3Raising Disability Awareness

I had little knowledge of the world of disability and special 
education prior to 1998 when my son was diagnosed with 
autism. My involvement in the disability movement started 
when I met two fellow volunteers. One was a mother 
of a boy on the spectrum, Mrs Kim Faulkner, a market 
communications specialist, who helped with publicity and 
branding. The other was Mrs Anita Russell, an Australian 
speech pathologist who was helping my son. 

Not many people knew about autism back then; much 
less were trained. I was then running my own leadership 
training business which adopted a scalable business 
model of scouting for and bringing in the best leadership 
gurus to train as many people as possible. It was a model 
I thought could be adopted to the autism community. 
Anita and I personally attended overseas training and 
conducted the “due diligence” to talent-hunt the best 
experts we could find.

In November 2000, we flew in some of the top trainers 
from the US, Europe and Australia to Singapore and 
trained 450 people. It was the largest autism event since. 
The rest is history. The event raised an unprecedented 
level of autism awareness in Singapore. It sparked the 
imagination of the sector and soon, we caught the atten-
tion of the key autism organisations and the Ministry of 
Education. The Government listened and poured a lot 
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disability sector as a whole. In the years that followed, 
more needs were uncovered as we grew along with the 
children with special needs. And much of my advocacy 
work now is to look at addressing the gaps and chal-
lenges in learning, working and living faced by adults 
on the spectrum and other conditions. 

Coming from the private sector, I was then not familiar 
with the culture and the “ways things are done” in the 
public and people sectors. I was blessed to be able to 
find and serve with a group of fellow volunteers and staff 
who shared the same values and aspirations. I learnt 
quickly not to be overly distracted or discouraged by 
challenges that come along the way; and be focused on 
the end in mind. My end in mind was and is still this—to 
help maximise the potential of every person with special 
needs or disabilities; ensuring that they have access to a 
good quality of life, be it in living, working or learning. A 
very big aspiration that can only be fulfilled step by step. 

Starting Singapore’s First Autism School

Using my experience in corporate work, my team and 
I started our first school project, Pathlight School, 16 
years ago in 2004. Pathlight was one of the key recom-
mendations we made after analysing Singapore’s autism 
landscape, existing provisions and the pivotal needs of a 
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good education is the passport to a good 
quality of life. 

The gap analysis we did in a structured 
and strategic planning process, revealed 
at the time that although Singapore boasts 
excellence in many things (in housing, avi-
ation, transport, healthcare to name a few), 
education of persons with different learning 
needs is not one of them. In the autism 
space, we discovered a big education gap 
for those with autism who can cognitively 
access mainstream curricula but were 
neglected in the system. Pathlight School 
was born out of the need to close that gap. 

The successful formation of Pathlight 
School, in itself, was a miracle. Neither a 

typical mainstream school nor a typical 
special school, a school of Pathlight’s 
positioning was unheard of. Roadshows 
were organised to raise funds and 
invitations were made to students who 
needed this education offering. Due to 
insufficient funds, I warned my husband 
that we may have to sell our home. Those 
were challenging times. Some heard 
and caught the vision and supported us 
graciously. Besides a handful of parents 
and educators who intuitively knew the 
need for such a venture, some leaders 
within the public and political service 
heard us too. Ms Ho Peng, former DGE at 
MOE, and the then Minister of Education, 
Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, and 
Madam Ho Ching were some of our 
early supporters.
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There was a stigma attached to special schools, during 
the early days and to an extent, still exists today. Good 
academic scores and one’s alma mater, remain for 
some, the proxy for one’s badge of achievement—a 
mindset I feel is unhealthy and ought to be transformed. 
Although the need for a school like Pathlight was verified 
in 2004, families were reluctant to enrol their children 
in a non-mainstream school. Pathlight started with only 
41 students. The tide was to change in a short span of 
years. Word of mouth about the quality of the blended 
curriculum and the educators soon attracted a higher 
enrolment. When Pathlight’s first Primary School Leaving 
Examination (PSLE) results were released and the news 
of the good results travelled widely, the school started 
to receive an avalanche of applications. As of January 
2020, the school is serving more than 1,600 students, 
a student size larger than some mainstream schools.

Pathlight continues to morph as the school continues 
to grow, listen to and adapt to meet the needs of the 
students. For instance, we started a new vocational track 
within Pathlight for about 10% of the students found to be 
unsuitable for mainstream secondary school education. 
For instance, quite early on in Pathlight’s history, IT is 
singled out as a key offering to tap on the IT interest and 
strengths of many of its students. 
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One of Pathlight’s signature offerings is its IT & Design Academy, 
which offers relevant and meaningful IT & Design courses to all 
students in the school. We learnt that people with autism tend to 
interact better with things (often more predictable and structured) 
than with people. Many students are naturally inclined to be good 
with computers. Back then, IT training in mainstream primary schools 
was implemented flexibly at individual school levels. My team and 
I wanted to hone our students to be competent in IT, perhaps 
even good enough for work. After studying different IT training 
models and roadmaps, we eventually stitched together our own 
IT training roadmap. Together with our parent charity body, the 
Autism Resource Centre (Singapore) (ARC), we embarked on the 
vision of an electronic-campus (e-campus) to train as many of our 
students and adults as possible served by ARC. This investment 
paid off—both our students and our educators are a lot more 
prepared when home-based learning became a necessity during 
the COVID-19 outbreak. 

“ We wanted 
our students to 
be exposed to 
persons unlike 

them as this is what 
they would face, 
once out of our 

school gate. ”
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Another signature feature of Pathlight is 
its satellite school model. We wanted our 
students to be exposed to persons unlike 
them as this is what they would face, once 
out of our school gate. Our research told 
us that there is a continuum of inclusive 
education models that one could tap on, 
depending on the profile of the students. 
We saw in Australia, for instance, Catholic 
special schools which operate “satellite 
classes” in friendly neighbouring main-
stream schools.

For Pathlight, the opportunity came when 
we ran out of classroom space to hold 
the increasing number of students in our 
school. As school supervisor, I sought the 
support of Mrs Saras Menon, the then-
principal of Pathlight’s next-door neighbor, 
Chong Boon Secondary School. Between 
us, we agreed for Pathlight to rent some 
unused classrooms in Chong Boon; and 
went further to agree to joint programmes 
so that the students would be integrated 
not only physically, but also socially and 
academically where appropriate. Mrs 
Menon shared the same vision of having 

her mainstream students interact with others 
of different abilities. Both of us sealed the 
deal and celebrated the first satellite school 
for Pathlight. 

As the model became more successful, 
news of this collaboration reached the ears 
of MOE officials, who thankfully welcomed 
the development. The satellite school model 
is now officially endorsed by MOE who 
even helps identify suitable new satellite 
partners for Pathlight, even footing the 
expenses for installing satellite classes. 
Today, the school has three satellite 
mainstream partner schools.

This satellite school partnership model offers 
integration at four levels: Physical, Social 
and Academic integration for students and 
Professional integration for teachers. 

Under this model, Pathlight Secondary 
School students transit with their teachers 
to Satellite Mainstream Schools daily for 
lessons in designated Pathlight classrooms 
(physical integration). They also interact 
socially with mainstream students during 
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students who are deemed ready will join mainstream classes for 
certain lessons (academic integration). 

This model provides for purposeful and appropriate integration 
and allows Pathlight students to apply social skills learnt in the 
classroom to the real world. In addition, it also contributes to building 
awareness among mainstream communities of people with autism 
and helps build a more inclusive society. 

Teachers also benefit from sharing different pedagogies and best 
practices, leading to deepened partnerships (professional integration). 

In later years, MOE adopted various forms of this satellite model 
to enhance the integration efforts of all special schools and their 
neighbouring mainstream schools. 
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It has been estimated that 10% of people with autism have some 
form of special talents, be it in art, music, IT or other areas. 

As a result, Pathlight started an Artist Development Programme 
(ADP) in 2011 to uncover the artistic talents of students and nurture 
them under the mentorship of professional artists. 

All Pathlight students have art as one of their leisure skills lessons and 
teachers actively look out for students with artistic flair. Those with 
potential are placed in ADP and given opportunities to exhibit their 
works in public and have their artwork translated into merchandise. 
They can earn royalty payment from sale of merchandise, allowing 
them to learn about the value of work and to have a potential 
source of income. ADP received the Ministry of Education–Special 
Education (SPED) Innovation Award in 2012. 

Learning to Work

My husband and I founded the Professor Brawn Café in 2009 to 
provide jobs for some of the Pathlight students in the vocational 
track who had left school but could not access higher education. 
Retired from the corporate world, he wanted to help do something 
useful and raise awareness for the cause. In mid-2018, in order 
to scale the model further and create more jobs, we donated the 
Professor Brawn brand and know-how to ARC, which we believe, 
will take the social enterprise to greater heights and help even more 
persons with disabilities. 



Changing perspectives in special needs

140 14
1Three Professor Brawn Outlets were opened, in Raffles Institution, 

Pathlight School and the Enabling Village. Every outlet is an inclusive 
worksite. It is my dream that every school in Singapore and every 
institution of higher learning, including NIE, will at least have an 
inclusive kiosk or a café like this.

ARC started the Employability and Employment Centre (E2C) to 
provide assessment, training, placement and job support services to 
persons on the autism spectrum. Some who could not be employed 
outside, may choose to work in ARC’s two social enterprises, namely 
The Art Faculty gallery and Professor Brawn Café.

Hopes for the Special Education Fraternity 

I have learnt many lessons serving in the autism and the rest of 
the disability sector. 

One is that there is no short cut. Every vision requires plodding 
work but anything that is worth doing is worth doing well. Everyone, 
regardless of abilities and support needs, is worthy and can have 
access to a better quality of life. We cannot do it alone. We need 
more hands on deck.

This is an era of great opportunities and challenges. New jobs 
emerge, old jobs disappear. Even as we pride ourselves in teaching 
21st century skills such as coding to our students, we are reminded 
that with Artificial Intelligence, even a skill like computer coding 
can be automated. 

“ Every vision 
requires plodding 
work but anything 

that is worth 
doing is worth 

doing well. ”
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The issues we need to address in education apply to learners with 
special needs too: 

•	How do we ensure that what we teach in schools are 
updated and relevant so that our students with special 
needs will be more ready for the future? 

•	How do we ensure that learning is lifelong and does not 
cease once our special ones exit the formal school years? 

•	What about adults who will never be able to work in the 
marketplace due to their higher support needs; is learning 
forever out of reach for them?

COVID-19 has impacted teaching and learning in ways beyond 
one’s imagination. Home-based learning, e-learning design and 
delivery have been accelerated at a pace unthought of. Changes to 
the education landscape are still unfolding, fast and furious. These 
are both exciting and challenging times. The task of educating our 
special ones has become urgent as more of them are at risk of 
being left behind. There is much to do and the only way to predict 
our future is to help create it. 

As for me, I simply want to help by becoming part of the solution.

“ We can flee from 
these difficult 
questions and 

ignore them. We 
can fight, and 

merely complain 
about the issues 

and not make 
any changes. 

Or we can face 
these challenges 
squarely, map out 
strategies and act 
together so that as 
few as possible are 

left behind. ”
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Professor S Gopinathan has had a sterling career in education after 
obtaining his doctorate in comparative higher education and education 
policy in the United States. Among other roles at NIE, he has been 
involved in leadership preparation, early childhood and special needs 
education. He was the founding editor of the Singapore Journal of 
Education, SingTeach, and an International Advisory Board member of 
the Asia Pacific Journal of Education, and co-editor of Critical Studies 
in Asian Education, a series by Routledge. As Academic Advisor at the 
HEAD Foundation, an ASEAN-centric education think tank, he has also 
consulted widely overseas—in Abu Dhabi, Bahrain and Indonesia—as 
well as with the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank.
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5Dabbling in Teaching and Book Publishing

I went to university on a teaching scholarship from MOE. When I 
graduated, I taught English at A-Level at Swiss Cottage Secondary 
School for about two years. As my first degree was in English 
Literature, I thought I should try my hand at something else after 
that teaching stint.

At that time, our syllabuses in the 1970s were changing from the 
colonial curriculum and the Singapore Government was moving 
into a more national-oriented curriculum, resulting in a need for 
new textbooks. I successfully applied for a position as a book 
editor with Oxford University Press (OUP) in Singapore. Eventually, 
I got involved with the Singapore Book Development Council and 
became its Chairman and launched the Singapore Book Fair. 
There were few bookshops then and I believe the annual book 
fairs contributed significantly to literacy and the emergence of a 
reading culture in Singapore.
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5Being an Educator in the Early Days

While working as an editor, I simultaneously did a Master of Education 
at the School of Education located at the University of Singapore’s 
Bukit Timah campus. Then in 1974, the Institute of Education (IE) 
was established, with Dr Ruth Wong as its first director. The estab-
lishment of NIE and the appointment of Dr Ruth Wong signaled 
the recognition of teaching as a profession and hence a need to 
upgrade teacher preparation.

As I was probably one of the few teachers with a Masters degree 
at that time, I applied to IE. Dr Wong interviewed me and offered 
me a position. My love for editing, publishing and all book-related 
matters did not decline just because I was entering an academic 
field. In fact, the skills set I mastered at OUP, in some measure 
carried over into what I did at NIE.

So in some ways, my language preparation at university and OUP 
came together with the academic study of education. Fortunately 
for me, I was there at a time when education and Singapore society 
were becoming intertwined, given that it was 1974, a decade after 
independence.

From then till 2000, I count myself as especially fortunate to have 
had a front-row seat to observe the evolution of Singapore society 
and education, giving me an immense opportunity to research 
and to write about it. I’d like to think that I contributed both as an 
academic and in various outreach roles on behalf of NIE, notably in 
Abu Dhabi, Bahrain and in Indonesia, to the greater understanding 
and branding of Singapore education.

“ My love for 
editing, publishing 

and all book-
related matters 
did not decline 
just because I 

was entering an 
academic field. In 
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carried over into 
what I did at NIE. ”
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7The Spoken English Language in Singapore

There’s no argument that we should be able to try and 
speak the best English we can, that we should teach the 
best we can, and we should prepare teachers to be good 
exemplars and models of it. That said, the language(s) 
we use should be intelligible. It is not necessary in my 
view to get too hyped up about correct English and 
diction. Whether you like it or not, the younger generation 
will speak the way they want and even for us, when 
we are with our friends, we tend to drop into a sort of 
semi-colloquial English.

Everybody understands we can code switch. If an 
18-year-old is going for an oral exam in English, he’s not 
going to code switch; he knows formal English is required.

So I like to take a more broad-minded view, though 
language purists will always complain about declining 
standards. There are probably more people learning the 
English Language in China than there are Englishmen 
speaking the language itself! You really don’t have to 
speak like an Englishman to be able to speak and use 
the language effectively.
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The postwar administration in Singapore was 
ready to acknowledge linguistic diversity. The 
1956 All Party Report on Chinese Education 
led to a Singapore model of bilingualism, an 
English-knowing bilingualism.

My two languages were English and Tamil. I 
would not say my experience with Tamil was 
traumatic because my parents were migrants 
from India and fluent in Tamil. The difficulty was 
that they did not speak English. I am proud that 
in spite of not having home support, I did well 
enough in secondary school to read English 
at Honours level.

I had to go to another school for Tamil because 
there was not a critical mass of students learn-
ing the language in Bartley. While I passed 
my Tamil Language examinations, today my 
proficiency level in Tamil is very low. But if I 
go to Serangoon Road and I want to order 
food, I can use Tamil to communicate, but 
that’s about it!

So I am a successful product of the bilingual 
policy in terms of what the school required me 
to do. But as a bilingual adult citizen? Quite 
the opposite, because I don’t communicate in 
Tamil on a day-to-day basis. But in some ways, 
the bilingual policy had a huge influence on 
me academically. I became aware of issues 
of multilingualism in Singapore society in 
relation to education and how resolution of 
these issues was vital to social cohesion and 
development in Singapore. My Masters’ thesis 
was entitled: “Towards a National System of 
Education in Singapore”.

After independence, the government decided 
it was not viable to have separate Chinese, 
Malay, Tamil and English schools if Singapore 
was to be a cohesive society. It tried to build 
a national system of education. I chose 
the building of a unified national system of 
education as my thesis topic. The thesis, 
Towards a National System of Education in 
Singapore 1945–1973 was published by OUP 
in their Oxford in Asia Current Affairs series in 
1974. As one of the early writers on bilingualism 
in Singapore, that was the core focus of my 
academic research in the early years.
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the Younger Generation

For me, it’s not about what should be changed. Instead, I would 
like us to periodically revisit the purposes of education.

One of the things that I am rather critical about is what one might 
call the instrumentalisation of education in Singapore. Education in 
the Singapore context is no longer primarily for self-development in 
that one is encouraged to develop whatever talent or passion one 
has. For some time now, and especially in the COVID-19 context, 
education is increasingly being driven with employability in mind. 
But it is also important to bear in mind the need for resilience, 
flexibility, etc., in order to thrive in unstable conditions.

Universities are basically changing their programmes. If you 
are majoring in philosophy, you tend to meet people asking you 
why, because getting a job in that field is not easy. Often, many 
students are encouraged by parents to choose accountancy, law 
or engineering instead.

Is education only a practical means to an end? Nobody should 
ignore employment or employability, but there is the danger of this 
whole preoccupation with having skills for the future that seems 
to be enveloping us. Yes, skills can be learnt but skills can also 
become obsolete, and more rapidly than in previous times.

So why focus so much on skills? What is the underlying value 
proposition in education? It must be for developing the whole 

“ For me, it’s not 
about what should 

be changed. 
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of education. ”
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person. Who are you as a person? What are your values? What 
is the level of empathy you have with others, especially the less 
fortunate? You can have a doctorate, but you can also be selfish 
or a bully. You can be a first-class accountant, but you can also 
be a swindler. Intangible values and social interaction, the ability to 
show empathy, and to accept and respect differences—these are 
fundamental values or ‘soft skills’ that one should have in addition 
to hard skills.

Joining the HEAD Foundation

Soon after my retirement from NIE, I joined the HEAD Foundation. I 
was invited to be on a panel for a conference whose focus was on 
investing in education. The Managing Director of the Foundation 
was in the audience and during tea break, he came up to me and 
said: “You and I must talk.” He gave me a little spiel about the 
HEAD Foundation, and invited me to be an advisor. I ended up 
developing a programme for them, including publications, research 
and capacity building. With the NIE experience, the networks, the 
sort of tacit knowledge of education nationally and globally that 
I had gained over the years, I was able to help establish it as a 
regional education think tank.

The Foundation has a series called Critical Studies in Asian 
Education with close to 25 titles to date. One of the books looks 
at what we know of the Indonesian education system. There are 
so few books published about such a topic like “Education in 
Indonesia” and even then, they are in Bahasa Indonesia. The 
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1same goes for Thailand, Vietnam, Myanmar 

and Laos. As Singapore sits in the middle 
of Southeast Asia and education has the 
potential for soft power, I believe then as 
now, that the Foundation has an important 
role in building capacity. While the publishing 
work represents an important contribution 
to knowledge sharing, our capacity-
building projects have covered such areas 
as enhancing initial teacher preparation 
programmes, Science, Technology, 
Engineering & Math (STEM) education, 
school leaders’ development and capacity-
building for Science and Math teachers. In 
these efforts we have partnered the World 
Bank and the Asian Development Bank.

Through the HEAD Foundation, we are 
contributing to the promotion of education 
in the region. Singapore has built a high 
performing, world class system at all levels. 
All ASEAN countries could benefit from the 
Singapore system, by adopting and adapting 
its best practices to suit their context. At the 
Foundation, we conduct research specifically 
relevant to the region. For example, there 
are numerous books on how to be a good 
teacher. But what does it mean to be a good 
teacher in Jakarta, in Singapore, Indonesia, 
Malaysia or Papua New Guinea? Context and 
culture matter.

In Singapore, teachers are entitled to annual 
wage supplements, and retention bonuses, 
for example. We have some of the best-paid 
teachers in the world. Governments in other 
countries may not have the luxury of spending 
that amount of money on their teachers. 
As such, if we intend to improve teacher 
professionalism in Indonesia or Myanmar, 
what needs to be done? Is increased salaries 
the answer? Or professional autonomy? Or 
timely and effective PD programmes?

So the Foundation looks at capacity-building. 
Many teachers from other countries want to 
know how they can improve the way Math 
and Science are taught. The Foundation has 
responded by organising relevant courses 
with some faculty members from NIE for these 
groups of teachers within the region.

The Foundation also provides an advisory role 
in helping countries develop and implement 
effective education policies. While we draw 
on Singapore’s experience, we realise that a 
comparative perspective is also important. For 
example, a one-week seminar on education 
policy development and implementation was 
organised with the Asian Development Bank 
in 2017.
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1Commitment as an Educator

Of course, one would need to have passion and a certain fortitude 
to be an educator because a teacher in school does not have the 
drama of being a doctor in an emergency department. You are 
either exhilarated or you are exhausted by the routines in teaching! 
You are constantly struggling with the constraints of time, staying 
up almost every night working on new lesson plans for the class. 
On top of that, the teacher also has to be adaptable as pupils in 
one class are likely to be different from those in another.

Being with children, you must like to share and you must like 
communicating. How could you be an effective teacher if you 
don’t have the ability to communicate and the ability to engage 
young people?

Personality plays a huge role too. Some people are outgoing whereas 
some are, by nature, reticent. However, both types of personalities 
can be great teachers. Despite having spent a huge span of my 
life in education, I have never thought of it as a burden, but instead 
found great enjoyment and satisfaction. Those with an interest in 
education should give teaching a try!
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Foreword 

“Begin with an end in mind” may be an old adage, but it still rings 
true as ever when it comes to educating a new generation of 
young people. Teaching is more than just standing in front of a 
classroom and imparting knowledge to curious learners. It is about 
embarking on a journey that is undeniably arduous yet fulfilling 
and with one goal—to inculcate a lifelong love for learning in our 
children and youths. 

As the world changes at a disorientating speed, one thing 
remained constant— the passion of our teachers. This passion was 
underscored during the recent global crisis which pushed many 
of us beyond our comfort zones. The disruption to teaching and 
learning that came with the COVID-19 pandemic was inevitable. 
Yet, our teachers remained strong in their dedication to our students 
even when it involved stepping out of familiar ways into the unknown. 
Undoubtedly, it was the same for our students. They, too, had to 
make changes in their routines so they could continue with their 
learning away from the conducive environments of their classrooms. 
The nationwide transition to home-based learning was a challenging 
one, but that passion and commitment from our teaching fraternity 
have taken us towards a new paradigm of learning and teaching 
for Singapore.

When Singapore’s first national teacher education institute was 
established by the British colonial government in 1950, its goal 
was to provide every child with a formal education through quality 
teacher education. Today, the National Institute of Education 
remains an integral part of Singapore’s education for its role in 
educating successful school leaders and teachers throughout their 
professional careers.



Preface

The education landscape is one that is complex; it constantly grows 
and evolves especially during the most difficult and challenging 
times. The past few decades have seen huge shifts in the ways 
our young learners engage with the world, resulting in a greater 
emphasis on 21st century learning, and how teachers enact lessons 
and interact with their students. The constant endeavour to improve 
and to adapt, including changing mindsets about how education is 
like, has led Singapore to what it is today. Our children are growing 
up with increasing curiosity, passion and character, and they are 
our nation’s pride. Our tomorrow depends on them, and we have 
to thank our educators for their contributions.

Teaching has never been easy and will never be. The more we 
delve into the science and art surrounding the craft of teaching and 
learning, we are confronted with its complexities, yet also its eminent 
purpose and calling. Being a teacher takes patience because we 
know success, in particular its character-building emphasis, does 
not occur overnight. Teaching takes intricate skill and wisdom; 
teachers inevitably adorn a lifelong learning disposition to keep 
their lessons ever alive and relevant to their students. When we 
step into the classroom, with all the little faces staring at us, we 
know that the extent of students’ “joy of learning” and “learning for 
life” depends on us. Unlike other professions, teaching never stops 
even beyond the “working hours”. With passion and commitment 
to the teaching profession, we touch the lives of our learners, and 
give them hope for both the present and a better tomorrow.

While we take the time now to celebrate how far we have come today 
as educators, let us also bring you 30–50 years back when our 
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Schooling Experiences

I grew up in a very strict family and went to a Catholic mission 
school, St. Joseph’s Institution. The rules were very strict and often 
about discipline. If you laughed or even smiled in class, you were 
deemed to be playing. I didn’t like that mindset but if anyone of us 
protested, we would be caned, so we kept quiet. 

What was the escape? Recess time and playtime after school. We 
didn’t have too much homework then so there was plenty of playtime. 
And there was the joy of going to school to meet my friends. In fact, 
what Mark Twain says is true: Real learning takes place outside of 
the classroom, not inside the classroom. 

So I grew up in that environment where I told myself, if I ever became 
a teacher, I’m going to change the rules. Learning must be fun. 

Early Ambition

Growing up, I saw a movie about Jacques Cousteau diving under-
water and swimming with sharks. As a young boy, it intrigued 
and excited me a lot. From that point on, I knew I wanted to be a 
marine biologist. 

I studied Biology at university and one of my courses was on aquatic 
biology—marine as well as freshwater. In those days, one studied 
Biology only if one wished to enter the field of medicine. So many 
thought I made the wrong decision, but that made me even more 

“ I told myself, if I 
ever became a 

teacher, I’m going 
to change the 

rules. Learning 
must be fun. ”



Leo Tan

14 15

determined. I’m studying what I love, not what I think has a future. 
If everybody does that, the world would be a happier place and 
we will have greater contentment. Unfortunately, the reality is that 
we want our children to be lawyers, doctors or other professionals, 
even if they are not cut out for these careers. 

At the end of my Honours year, I told my potential supervisor: “I 
want to do a PhD in marine biology.” He promptly responded and 
told me not to waste my time. That was in 1968, just three years 
into Singapore’s independence. But I insisted. My supervisor finally 
gave in: “I will only be your supervisor in name, but I cannot help 
you and nobody will teach you.” 

I was the first Singaporean to do his PhD in Marine Zoology and I 
completed it in four years. When I graduated, the Vice-Chancellor 
offered me a job as a lecturer in Zoology (marine biology). For about 
seven years, I lived my childhood ambition and I was a Biology 
lecturer at the university too. As the Department had only seven 
lecturers, I was also told to teach students genetics and comparative 
physiology despite those not being areas I was trained in. 

And that was one of the best things that happened to me. On my 
own, I never would have touched those areas, but once you’re 
forced to, you have no choice but to learn. As a lecturer, I had to 
teach anything that the university wanted me to teach. I also did 
my marine biology research.

“ I told myself, if I 
ever became a 
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Director of the Singapore Science Centre

Out of the blue, the Minister of Education 
called and invited me to head the 
Singapore Science Centre. I thought: “I’m 
a marine biologist, what do I know about 
museums? Science Centre is a children’s 
museum, not a higher education institution.” 
Nevertheless, I accepted the secondment 
offer to Science Centre for four years. That 
was the best decision I made. 

In 1969, the Government mooted the idea 
of a science centre because the United 
States and Canada started their first 
experiential science centres two years 
earlier. Unlike traditional museums where 
you simply stand and look at artefacts, 
experiential centres allow you to engage 
with them through physical, emotional and 
intellectual interaction. It is a novel way of 
introducing Science education to our young 
children, stimulating and motivating them to 
understand and appreciate the relevance 
of science and technology in everyday life.

I was given full autonomy to conceptu-
alise exhibitions that can stimulate 3- to 
70-year-olds to perceive the future of 
Singapore through science and technology. 
Something inside me made me think that 
this would be an exciting task to embark on 
because I was given a clean slate to start 
a journey that prepared Singaporeans to 
visualise the future some three decades 
ahead. 

So I agreed to a four-year commitment 
which turned out to last fully 10 years. While 
the government provided funding for the 
core expenses—salaries and utility bills—to 
run the centre, I had to turn to different 
means of funding for the exhibitions, which 
form the main bulk of expenses. I had to 
face the challenge of raising $7 million a 
year and gradually, I did this with the help 
of business and government corporations.
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Organisational Management 

When I sat down with my staff, they looked at me, and were probably 
asking: “Who are you? You know nothing about science museums. 
How are you our boss?” 

Some staff also didn’t get along with each other so I often advised 
them to separate personal life from professional life to be able to 
work effectively together. Once they accepted that, relationships 
and team management were less of a struggle.

To nurture a scientific mindset in everyone in the team, on my very 
first week at work, I brought my assistant directors into the washroom. 
I wanted them to see that they had a gold mine in there that could 
show the relevance of science to everyday life. 

I urged them to think about how the flush of the toilet works because 
it really is physics. Often, as users of the toilet, we don’t bother to 
look and understand how the entire flush system works. So I thought: 
“Why don’t we show how the system works to users of this toilet? 
Why don’t we have a transparent cistern (by cutting a hole in its 
side and replacing it with clear perspex) to show how the water 
drains/replenishes and put up a poster that explains the process?” 

Instantly, everyone began to see how they could make the Science 
Centre come alive. There was a sea change of mood. So, the 
important thing in organisational change is to first engage the 
people in it. This is why I always put people first. When you do that, 
they will listen to what you have to say. They will be more open to 
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share their ideas with you too because it is only human nature to 
want to show one’s talent.

Second, comes the professional bit. You have to ensure that your 
scientific explanation is accurate. We invited colleagues in the 
university to volunteer as advisors; they corrected any scientific 
misconceptions and assisted in fact-checking. That way, we could 
confidently open the exhibits to the public. 

Open Structure of Learning

With informal education, there’s no rigid or fixed curriculum and 
structure; the world is your oyster. But at the end of the day, you 
must tell a story that people can understand. And what is the 
purpose of your story? Is it about world hunger? Is it about the 
ethics of euthanasia? Is it about new biotechnology? Is it about 
computerisation? We want to show our children that with science 
and technology, this is how the world is evolving and these are the 
jobs that will be created.

With this freedom in mind, you have to understand the school 
curriculum so that teachers will want to bring their students to the 
Science Centre once they recognise the relevance of what their 
students experience there to the lessons taught/learnt in school. 

“ With informal 
education, there’s 
no rigid or fixed 

curriculum 
and structure; 

the world is 
your oyster. ”
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Recognising the Time to Move On 

At the end of my 10th year at the Science Centre, I had to decide 
whether I wanted to stay on. I realised that if you head an 
organisation for too long, you may be the stumbling block holding 
back its future development. Therefore, everybody must have a 
10-year “checkpoint”. 

Before I left the Science Centre, I was offered the post of Foundation 
Dean of Science at the National Institute of Education (NIE) and 
later the Directorship of NIE. That was really where I wanted to be 
at—academia. 

Contributing to Policy Changes 

I had earlier been appointed to be part of the steering committee 
for the formation of NIE. One suggestion I made to raise the profile 
of school teachers was for NIE to offer university degree courses 
up to Honours level for primary school teachers.

Back then, O- and A-Level graduates could teach in primary schools, 
degree holders at all levels but mostly in secondary schools; one 
with a PhD could teach in junior colleges. At the time the committee 
was formed in 1989, fewer than 20% of primary school teachers 
held degrees. 

“ With informal 
education, there’s 
no rigid or fixed 

curriculum 
and structure; 

the world is 
your oyster. ”

“ I realised that 
if you head an 

organisation for 
too long, you may 
be the stumbling 

block holding 
back its future 
development. ”
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In the 1970s, the attrition rate in primary 
schools was 40%, with many students not 
completing their Primary 6 education. One 
way to overcome that was to have better 
teachers, so I advocated for the majority of 
primary school teachers to be degree-hold-
ers. And that is one wish which has come 
true today. 

We wanted to train teachers to be able 
to teach effectively, so we had to revise 
the curriculum and the organisational 
structure. We decided to have academic 
groups (i.e., Science & Mathematics, Arts 
& Humanities, Education & Pedagogy 
and Art and Music). I did not dismantle 
the faculties but we called them Schools 
and we ensured connectivity between the 
Schools and disciplines. 

I wanted NIE’s courses to be inter-
disciplinary. This was a novel concept 
in 1991. I did not want my students to 
just study Physics, Chemistry, Biology, 
Economics and Mathematics in one school. 
What happens if you’re interested in Physics 
& Art? Or if you are interested in Music 
& English or Music & Physics? You have 
students who excel across disciplines. 

The difficulty then was identifying the 
degree to be awarded. Should the 
graduates of those majors be given 
Bachelor of Arts (BA) with Diploma in 
Education (BA/Dip Ed) or Bachelor of 
Science (BSc/Dip Ed) degrees? What 
we did was to permit students to choose 
between the two. If they desired to major 
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in English even though they read English 
and Chemistry, they obtained a BA; if they 
chose to major in Chemistry, they obtained 
a BSc. This solved the problem and I had 
students learning across disciplines, in 
essence a liberal arts education.

BONDING THROUGH SERVICE 
LEARNING

One of the most important policies imple-
mented was service learning. In my 
first year especially, I observed we had 
Postgraduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) 
trainees from disparate backgrounds and 

most of them joined NIE very reluctantly, 
and with only nine months of training, they 
could not develop a sense of belonging.

So how do we bond them? The answer 
lies in service learning. Group students 
(20 per group) from different PGDE 
programmes over the course of one year, 
to do community projects together. The 
trainee teachers learn to work and bond as 
teams, while we try to inculcate the values 
of education, culture and human spirit into 
our programme. At the end of the year, 
they have to present detailed reports of 
the projects undertaken. Today, service 
learning is an integral part of the curriculum.
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Education Research

One issue NIE faced in its early years was that we 
had no funding for pedagogical research. If we do 
not understand the way children learn and the socio-
economic background they come from, then we can’t 
design the right curriculum for them. 

So I broached the idea of a research centre in 2002. 
The following year, it materialised and the Centre for 
Research in Pedagogy and Practice (CRPP) was born. 

We convinced the Ministry to provide us with substantial 
funding to start the programme. For the first time in the 
history of Singapore, we had money for both pedagogy 
and practice. I wanted to include practice, looking into 
issues like how CRPP can influence the way teachers 
teach and children learn in the classroom, and the policies 
that the Ministry will make to help teachers do their 
job better. 
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Understanding human psychology and 
respecting the human being

In each new academic year, my message to the incoming 
students at the Director’s Address is: “You’re not here 
to study Geography and become a Geography teacher. 
Or study History to be a History teacher. You are here to 
understand human psychology—the psychology of the 
parent, the psychology of the student, the psychology 
of your boss, the psychology of whoever you’re dealing 
with. Because if you do not understand the people you’re 
dealing with, there’s no resolution to the issues at hand.”

You can have the best lesson, but who are you delivering 
it to? You can have the best policy, but do people 
understand why you do what you do? 

There is no secret to success. It is for us to be a human 
being first. Once people get to know you, they are often 
prepared to open up to you and that is how team-bonding 
develops. This is what I want in the graduates of NIE—
to have positive values, good character, high integrity 
and honesty. 

“ This is what I want 
in the graduates 
of NIE—to have 
positive values, 
good character, 

high integrity 
and honesty. ”
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Mrs Chua-Lim Yen Ching is the founding principal of 
NorthLight School, established for the academically and 
behaviourally challenged. The school aims to provide its 
students with an engaging, quality education that prepares 
them for future employment. Mrs Chua is currently with the 
Academy of Singapore Teachers. 

Leave NO 
student behind
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Choosing Teaching as a Profession

When I was in junior college (JC), I realised a teacher is a very 
important figure—a teacher can make or break a child. After my 
A-Levels, I wanted to major in Science so I could branch out into 
the teaching profession after that. My mother was very supportive 
and encouraged me to pursue my teaching passion.

I eventually completed my Bachelor degree in Science and got 
into the Honours class. However, at the same time, I also received 
a letter of acceptance from NIE, putting me in a huge dilemma. 
One of my National University of Singapore (NUS) lecturers, Prof 
Leo Tan, advised me to follow my heart and I did just that. Some 
years later, Prof Leo Tan took on the role as Director, NIE. 

I was posted to Dunman Secondary, my first school posting and 
I stayed there for nine years. There, I always believed that every 
child can learn and can achieve. The moment these students 
realise that you genuinely care for them, they will respond positively 
towards you.
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Early Experiences in Teacher Training 

During my practicum, I was observed by my NIE supervisor four 
times. I was very relieved when it was all over but this was short-lived. 
At the end of the fourth supervision, she told me that I would have 
to go through one more supervision by an external examiner as she 
would want to put me up for distinction. I asked if I could decline 
as I only wanted to pass and the distinction was not important. My 
supervisor then responded: “It is a waste if you have a gift and you 
don’t make full use of it.” 

The examiner would turn up at your class unannounced so you 
always had to be prepared for every lesson. One fateful day, the 
external examiner, Dr Tan Wee Kiat, turned up and he observed 
my Chemistry class on hydrolysis. Before the lesson, I tried out the 
experiment to ensure that everything would run smoothly. But for 
some reason, during that actual lesson that Dr Tan was observing, 
the light bulb in my experiment failed to light up. 

I needed some time to think. So I quickly asked my students: “Why 
do you think the light bulb did not light up?” I got them to discuss 
the possibilities and share them with me. Some gave the wrong 
answers, allowing me to clear some misconceptions. I did not just 
say “wrong” or “right”. Instead, I said “okay” and asked them to 
explain their response.

In that process, a few students who normally never raised their 
hands or answered questions actually did so. That day, the class 
was very responsive, so I started calling on those students who 

“ It is a waste if you 
have a gift and you 
don’t make full use 

of it. ”
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had never answered or responded before. Many of them 
didn’t answer correctly, but everyone was given a chance 
to elaborate on their responses. 

Turned out, I got a distinction. Getting the right answer is 
not the most important thing; it is the process that counts.

Sometimes, I thought that my students were always up 
to no good. I was wrong. After the final supervision, they 
asked me why I kept calling those who raised their left 
hand to answer. They said I should only call those who 
raised their right hand. The former were those who did 
not know the answer. I used that as a teachable moment: 
that I did not need them to help me, whatever we do had 
to be authentic and real. I might have thought the worst 
of them but they always thought the best of me!

Working Together with Difficult Students

With experience, we learn to use different methods with 
different students. I remember one boy from the time 
when I was Principal at Zhonghua Secondary School. 
He left school at the end of Secondary 3 but later wanted 
to return to school. While many teachers advised me 
against allowing his return, I had this gut feeling that he 
genuinely wanted to turn over a new leaf. So I took him 
back to school. He was on track at the beginning but 
soon after, he started to play truant. It really disappointed 

“ Getting the 
right answer 

is not the most 
important thing; 
it is the process 

that counts. ”
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me and for a moment I doubted my professional judgement but I 
knew I had to do something about it.

So one day, I got a big tub filled with five types of beans—red 
beans, green beans, soya beans, peanuts and barley. I said to 
the boy: “I want all these beans to be sorted out into 5 different 
containers.” And I left. After three hours, I returned and saw the 
beans were all neatly sorted out. 

I poured the beans from the five containers back into the tub in 
front of the boy. He shouted: “You have wasted all my effort! All the 
three hours! Do you know how I feel?”

And I looked him in the eye: “This is exactly how I am feeling now. 
I gave you a chance and took you back in. You have also wasted 
all my effort when you played truant.”

He explained to me the reason for the truancy and I decided to 
give him yet another chance to prove me wrong. And prove me 
wrong he did. He aced every examination and eventually joined the 
“Earn As You Learn” scheme with the Singapore Armed Forces. He 
even went one step further and was the valedictorian at his army 
graduation where I was invited to. Subsequently, he became an 
engineer, got married and today, he has two kids. 

In another school I was posted to, I remember this other boy who 
was a very good volleyball player but had very poor attitude towards 
his studies. I told him: “A good sportsman must be good on and 
off court.” So I took him out of the team for the semi-final match, 
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he was allowed to watch but not allowed to play. It was 
a painful experience for him.

He eventually promised to study hard alongside playing 
volleyball and a deal was made. The lesson here is: I 
would rather win the child and lose the gold, than win 
the gold and lose the child.

NorthLight Secondary School  
A School of Hope

During my first recruitment exercise, I needed only 20 
teachers for the first year but 150 turned up. I was very 
surprised because everybody knew that this group of 
students attending NorthLight would not be easy to work 
with but they believed in the mission. When I saw this 
group of passionate and competent teachers, I knew 
the new school would surely work out well because in 
any school, the core factor for success is the teachers.

NorthLight is about hope and “hope” is a very important 
word for young people. The school corporate colours are 
purple and white—purple is the colour of the sky when it 
is at its darkest and white is the colour of the stars. The 
darker it gets, the brighter you shine. 

I brought out this mission and told the teachers that we 
are here to give these students hope for the future and 
enable them to experience different successes in life. 

“ I would rather win 
the child and lose 
the gold, than win 
the gold and lose 

the child. ”
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My NorthLight teachers never failed to impress me with 
their innovative ideas. They used very effective pedagogy 
to engage students. While many students failed in their 
Mathematics at the primary level, we were beginning 
to see that not only could they do Math, they began to 
love Math. 

In every challenge, I believe there is an opportunity. Our 
system is one that offers multiple pathways and provides 
the opportunities for every child regardless of his/her 
home background. 

Students Our Priority

We have a very good education system in Singapore. 
Our teachers are competent and caring, and everywhere 
they go, they bring their teacher identity along with them. 
On a trip to Taiwan, the tour guide brought my group 
to see a heart-shaped rock. He shared that the shape 
never eroded, whether through rain or shine. One person 
piped up: This is very good for Character and Citizenship 
Education (CCE)! And I instantly knew that that person 
must be a Singaporean teacher! 

Our students are very strong in critical thinking and 
problem solving. We also want them to be creative and 
creativity comes from experience, experience comes 
from failure. So we often remind our teachers to let go 
a little and let the students explore. We do not need to 
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have perfection all the time. Allow room for the students to make 
mistakes and learn from them, mistakes could be their friend. The 
school is the best place for students to make mistakes because 
there are so many people to support them. 

To F.A.I.L. is the “First Attempt In Learning”. Each failure is a learning 
experience and after each difficult experience, you become wiser, 
better and stronger. 

Satisfying Moments as an Educator 

The local company Home-Fix had provided internship for some 
NorthLight students who were praised for being some of the best 
workers there. One Values-in-Action project involved fixing ener-
gy-saving light bulbs for seniors at Dakota Crescent. An elderly 
resident once told a student: “Today you light up my house, tomorrow 
someone will light up your life.” I was heartened to hear that.

When Home-Fix held its clearance sale one December, NorthLight 
students volunteered to assist them in the sale. As their former 
principal, I was very proud of them—they truly understood the 
meaning of graciousness and gratitude. 

At NorthLight, many children have special needs. I didn’t have the 
knowledge and skills to help them. So I signed up for a part-time 
Masters degree that took me three and a-half years to complete. It 
was not for the paper certification, but for the skills. There were 10 
modules, and after each module I could apply what I had learnt. 
Now I know the theory behind what works. 

“ As their former 
principal, I was 
very proud of 
them—they 

truly understood 
the meaning 

of graciousness 
and gratitude. ”



Chua-Lim Yen Ching

32 33

“ As their former 
principal, I was 
very proud of 
them—they 

truly understood 
the meaning 

of graciousness 
and gratitude. ”

One day, a visually-impaired NIE lecturer requested to visit 
NorthLight. During the learning journey, he commented: “I can really 
‘see’ the children here enjoy learning. I can hear and I can feel.” 

Helen Keller’s quote came to mind: The only thing worse than being 
blind is having sight but no vision. 

Replicating Positive Experiences

Positive experiences is a matter of perspective and remaining 
faithful to our dreams. 

When we started NorthLight, the teachers said they would want at 
least 85% of the students to come to school every day. When they 
found that 40% of the students lived in Woodlands (the school was 
then located at Dunman Road), they lowered their expectation to 
60%. There was a creative tension.

I told them that if we were to lower our expectations, we would have 
abandoned our mission and vision of the school; we would have 
abandoned our aspiration and dream. How then do we resolve this 
tension? We applied the Learning Organisation concept and kept 
to our initial attendance target of 85%. We hired three chartered 
buses to transport the students from Admiralty MRT station to school 
every morning, giving them another hour of sleep. Attendance 
turned out to be 90%!

So find your why. Why are you doing what you do? An air steward-
ess’s role is not simply serving passengers a glass of juice, but 

“ So find your why. 
Why are you doing 

what you do? ”
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upholding the reputation of Singapore Airlines. A security guard 
at a condominium is not simply guarding the building, he is taking 
great care of the residents’ homes and their safety. 

At NorthLight, when we asked students who was the most significant 
person in the school to them, a quarter of the boys named our 
security guards! The guard is the first person in school greeting 
them “Good morning” and the last person they see before leaving 
school. When you bring your mission and passion to the things you 
do, people will remember you for it.

Walking the Talk

As a parent, I am not conventional. My first child went to a popular 
school that was near our home, but when my second child entered 
primary school, we enrolled her into a different school. This was 
because we did not want the teachers to compare the children and 
each of them needs to have her own identity.

When my second child completed her O-Levels, she asked: “Must 
all principals’ children go to JC?” She wanted to go to a Polytechnic 
to do design. At first, I encouraged her to apply to a JC. Then I 
remembered advising parents to be supportive of their child’s 
interest and dream. 

At that moment, I realised I did not walk my talk. So I stopped what 
I was doing and encouraged her to pursue her passion, and she 
did. Today, she is an Art teacher making a difference to the children 
under her charge through art.

“ When you bring 
your mission 

and passion to 
the things you 
do, people will 
remember you 

for it. ”
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During this period of the Coronavirus Disease 
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, I am personally 
very impressed with how fast and how hard our 
teachers have worked. Face-to-face instruction 
in class is very different from home-based 
learning (HBL), it requires a different skills 
set. The learning curve was very steep but 
every one of them persevered and designed 
engaging lessons for their students. It is also 
very tough to manage HBL and to look after 
their own children and elderly parents at the 
same time. The Master Teachers and the 
officers from the various divisions will continue 

to walk the journey with our teachers and 
provide the necessary support in the 
areas of Professional Development (PD) 
and resource development. In the past we 
viewed Technology as a digital disruptor 
but now it is a digital deliverer.

As educators, we put our heart into the 
mission because the mission is always in 
our heart. 

Our teachers have lived out the vision to 
Lead, Care and Inspire. 



Seah Jiak Choo

Ms Seah Jiak Choo’s career in the Education Service spanned 
32 years. She started teaching in 1977 and taught at Raffles 
Institution and Raffles Junior College. She was Principal of 
Tanjong Katong Secondary School from 1990 to 1993. She 
also held various appointments at MOE—curriculum planning, 
testing and assessment, and school supervision. She rose 
to become Director of Schools in 2002 and was appointed 
Director-General of Education two years later. She retired in 
2009, and has been an advisor with MOE since then.

“All Leaders  
are Not Perfect”
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Early Influences in Life

Each of us is a product of our family upbring-
ing, our experiences and our choices. All 
these shape us to become who we are and 
how we choose to contribute to the world.

At 12 years old, I joined the Girls’ Brigade 
(GB). The 8th GB company was an open unit 
that accepts girls from all schools. Despite 
it being for secondary school students, 
they welcomed me even though I was in 
Primary 5 then. 

Being part of GB contributed a lot to my 
growth. Being much younger, I looked up to 
the older girls and followed them, for better 
or for worse. Thankfully, they were good 
role models with their big heartedness, 
healthy sense of fun, and willingness to 
share and serve. 

Growing up in the 1950s, kids were often 
playing outside the home, interacting with 
children of different backgrounds. In the 
rough and tumble of playing in the neigh-
bourhood, we learnt how to give-and-take 
and the value of diversity. Some girls in 
8th GB were far from being academically 

inclined; they were good kids but they 
struggled in school. GB trained them in 
other life skills, including leadership skills, 
and gave them opportunities to succeed. 
I learnt then the importance of giving a 
child self-confidence and the resilience to 
bounce back from setbacks.

GB was fertile ground for learning about 
leadership. I observed that many different 
people can be successful in leadership 
roles. Some lead by their quiet presence 
while others may be shouting out orders all 
the time. All leaders are not perfect; they 
have different talents and have different 
ways of managing things. Some leaders 
are very structured; some are sponta-
neous; some are very meticulous; some 
are risk-takers. But all of them must work 
toward the same goals and be able to work 
well with others. Because of my exposure to 
varied leaders and my childhood environ-
ment, I appreciate many leadership styles 
and I believe in the can-do spirit.

The second significant influence in my life 
is that through GB, I became a Christian 
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and went to a small church. Being in a small group allows people 
to know each other and lean on each other to get things done. In a 
big place, we tend to be passive because it’s easy to get lost in a 
crowd. In a small place, we have more opportunities to contribute 
and thus develop a sense of belonging.

The third influence is my love for the outdoors. Though I like to read, 
I also developed a love for competitive sports and the outdoors. My 
Primary 4 form teacher took the initiative to teach the class netball. 
I took to the game and have taught it to others. Playing netball 
competitively also taught me many valuable lessons about team 
work and team spirit. The great outdoors equalise everybody. When 
people go hiking, they simply put on a pair of shoes and enjoy the 
vistas and the terrain they are passing through. Hikers tend to be 
“down-to-earth” people; you can hardly put on airs when you are 
trudging through the mud and rain.

“ All leaders are 
not perfect; they 

have different 
talents and have 
different ways of 
managing things. ”
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Requirements for Teachers:  
Empathy, Engagement and Empowerment 

Back then, we do not think about career paths or the 
prestige of a job. The priority is to earn a living, to support 
oneself and one’s family. I literally received a divine calling 
to be a teacher. One day, as I was sitting by the window 
at Eusoff College, a voice distinctly spoke to me: “I want 
you to be a teacher.” From then on, being a good teacher 
is a big part of who I am. 

It is great if most people can say: “I had a good teacher. 
He/She was so instrumental in my life.”

There are three factors to being a good teacher: 

Empathy for students: Most times, the first reason that 
teachers find teaching difficult is that they find it hard 
to relate to the kids, to empathise with them and their 
problems. Put it simply, you have to like the kids and the 
kids have to know that you like them. Teachers who had 
been hardworking students cannot understand why the 
kids do not want to work hard. Actually, the kids who do 
not work hard have their time-tested logic. It goes like 
this: “What for study? Study, fail; don’t study, also fail, 
so study for what? Better to play; at least can enjoy.” We 
have to find ways to engage these kids, to show them, 
step by step, how they can succeed at their studies. 
They have to experience “Study, can pass!” 

“ It is great if 
most people 

can say: “I had 
a good teacher. 
He/She was so 
instrumental in 

my life.” ” “ People can be 
good and at 
their best in 

different ways. ”
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Engagement with students: If students believe that 
you care and they trust that you will help them succeed, 
they will try to learn even if it is just to please you. I 
remember one student from my Additional Math class 
in pre-university. He told me that he will never pass the 
subject because he has no brains for Math. He said I was 
to leave him alone so that he could concentrate on his 
other subjects. I did not take that lying down. I told him 
he had never had me as his Math teacher so he should 
give Math another try. He finally reluctantly agreed. One 
day, he came to school at 11am. I was about to scold 
him when he said: “Miss Seah, save your breath. If not 
for your class, I would be sleeping at home.” Eventually, 
he passed Additional Math with a borderline grade. I was 
rather disappointed but he was elated and sent me a 
note: “I thank you from the bottom of my socks.” 

Empowerment for students: Give students the confi-
dence and assurance that they can make something of 
their lives. In Singapore, we like to compare. We want 
to know how much you earn, where you live, what kind 
of holidays you take, etc. We should teach children that 
they need not be defined by these things.

We want to empower children to be the best that they 
can be—to be good and useful. Good durians are not 
the same as good mangoes. People can be good and 
at their best in different ways. If you are an orange, be a 
good orange. They can also help and encourage others 

“ It is great if 
most people 

can say: “I had 
a good teacher. 
He/She was so 
instrumental in 

my life.” ” “ People can be 
good and at 
their best in 

different ways. ”
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by doing simple things. If you are in a dark room and want to get 
out, a little light is enough to show the way. A pat on the back can 
bring huge encouragement. Help students to find their values in 
life—help them see that they should not just live for themselves; 
they can do little things to care for others. 

School Leaders and Their Mission

We want Principals who have the can-do spirit, are mission-minded 
and have conviction about the values they want to instill in the kids 
of their school. They must believe in empowering their students.

There is a school in Woodlands which had violin classes. One 
child from a very humble background became a top violinist and 
performed at the Singapore Youth Festival. When Principals act on 
their belief that all children can learn and they are able to translate 
belief into learning opportunities, such stories can happen again 
and again and uplift the lives of many students.  

There is so much undiscovered talent in the school, both among 
students as well as teachers. When I was Principal of Tanjong Katong 
Secondary School, I encouraged our Drama Club to enter the Youth 
Festival Drama Competition. Understandably, the teacher-in-charge 
baulked at the suggestion. What? Turn enjoyment of acting into the 
stress of competition? No, not at all. We need to go out there to 
see what drama groups are doing and learn from them. If we aim 
to learn and grow by entering the competition, then any prize we 
may win is just a bonus. 

“ School 
leaders must 

provide diverse 
opportunities to 
discover talents, 
develop a can-do 
spirit and nurture 
hearts that care 

for others. ”
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It is vital to help students discover their 
strengths and provide opportunities for 
them to mature and find their sense of place 
and belonging in the school, and later on in 
society. Hence, a school leader must know 
how to create a structure and an ecology 
that cultivate many growth opportunities 
for students. 

Schools flourish when there are engaging 
activities, both in and outside the classroom. 
We must use the right kind of engagement 
and do it purposefully. Otherwise, that 
activity will not benefit the kids. That is 
the mission-mindedness that a principal 
ought to have.

School leadership requires a lot of heart 
and clear-mindedness to figure out what 
the school needs to do for the sake of the 
students. The whole education landscape 
is much more diverse today. It is giving 
students the perspective that there are 
many options in life. If you feel that in life you 
do not have options, it affects you—your 
mood, your relationships, your confidence. 
School leaders must provide diverse 
opportunities to discover talents, develop 
a can-do spirit and nurture hearts that care 
for others. The students who leave school 
must be able to keep on learning and keep 
on contributing to family and society.



Belinda Charles

As a mentor to principals today, Mrs Belinda Charles first 
started her career in education as a teacher and principal. 
The Dean of the Academy of Principals has always believed 
that schools need to inspire students to have that thirst for 
learning for life. And for that to happen, school leaders must 
be the gatekeepers to help their teachers find that balance 
between their teaching and other duties.

Inspiring the 
Learning Spirit
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Career in Education

After I completed my A-Levels, my principal called me and asked 
if I wanted to do relief teaching. One does not say “no” to one’s 
principal even after one has left school. So off I went into my first 
class, and was hooked from then on.

I had always thought I wanted to be a doctor until my results showed 
that I was not fit for that. So at the university, I returned to my first 
love which was English Literature. And now you can see where it 
has taken me to.

My first class was at the secondary level and what was special was 
this sheer excitement of connecting with young people and sharing 
information with them—information that I knew was important for 
students to know. When I stepped into the staff room, all the teachers 
there were the ones who had taught me previously. They took one 
look at me and said: “You liked it, right?” I replied: “Yes, I did. I did!”
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Experience as a Teacher

Teaching has been a long learning journey and looking back, I don’t 
think I taught well—at least not at first. I taught with all the wrong 
metaphors. I used to think of teaching as putting information into 
students’ heads, treating them rather like containers. I had to kind 
of pour all my stuff into them. And students would be like sponges 
that absorb everything. Actually, the Teachers’ Training College 
(TTC) taught me better but it didn’t sink in then.

Now, when I’m teaching PGDE to our trainee teachers, I take great 
care to try and make sure that their metaphor and understanding 
of how learning takes place are much more aligned to how people 
learn. It is never about the right answer. It took me a long time to 
realise I was doing teaching wrongly and I learnt that bit by bit. 

Today, NIE has really developed. When I first started, NIE was then 
the TTC. It was a monumental year and Dr Ruth Wong was put in 
charge of taking the College forward. Those were the days when 
both MOE and TTC knew we had to produce as many teachers 
as we could. 

It was almost factory-like because we had so many people to 
educate and so few educators to do the job. To make do, they tried 
to develop ‘teacher-proof’ material, such that the teachers couldn’t 
make a “mess” in the classroom. But today, there are structures and 
frameworks on how teachers can develop a lesson as well as how 
to assess effectively. The learning and teaching processes have 
really improved over the years by leaps and bounds. 
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Journey in the Education Service

When I was first sent to teach at Tanjong Katong Technical 
School (TKTS), I did wonder why English Literature 
graduates who had no technical knowledge were being 
sent to these technical schools. That was in 1979 when 
Dr Goh Keng Swee was Minister for Education, and he 
was trying to get the whole nation industrialised. So my 
friends and I—as long as our degree was in English, and 
especially when it was second class honours or second 
upper—were sent to technical schools. 

I taught at TKTS for seven years. In that time, I became 
Senior Subject Teacher. But Tanjong Katong was a little 
far for me as I was living in Serangoon Gardens. So when 
I saw a building coming up near Serangoon Gardens 
with the hoarding saying “Ministry of Education”, I told 
my TKTS principal I wanted to transfer there. I didn’t even 
know what it was, other than that it would be a school 
nearer to my home. 

In those days, we had no inclination for a promotion 
or any idea of a career path, but my TKTS principal 
apparently thought well enough of me to speak to the 
incoming principal of Nanyang Junior College, Mr Chia 
Khoon Hock. He was sufficiently convinced to take me 
on as head of the English department. 
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I must say that was a real milestone in my life because 
the junior college was a totally new structure in Singapore 
then as it was not something that was inherited from the 
British. Mr Chia Khoon Hock was very well-read and he 
would share the ideas of his mentor. He had very clear, 
workable ideas of what a junior college should be. I 
learnt a lot from him. Later I was made vice-principal in 
the junior college. 

At that time, I also felt I needed to know more, so when 
MOE made an offer for me to read for a Masters degree, I 
grabbed that opportunity. I took up a Master of Education, 
and eventually returned to NIE which had, by that time, 
moved to the lovely old Singapore University campus 
at Bukit Timah.

After completing the course in a year, I was appointed 
Principal of a new school, Bukit Batok Secondary School 
(BBSS). I had to run a school from scratch and that was 
another huge learning curve. MOE was then setting 
up new schools in housing estates and what I did not 
know about new schools in new housing estates was 
the inevitable presence of street gangs among the 
student population.

I had come from TKTS which was very well-managed; 
my first principal Mr Andrew Yeo was tough and held 
everything tightly in his grip. Mr Chia Khoon Hock was 
just as firm. So I certainly was not prepared for what was 
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to come at BBSS. At 36 years old, I discovered that there was a 
part of Singapore I never knew existed and there were these other 
people who were very, very different. 

As a student in Marymount Convent School, I had prided myself in 
having friends who were Indians, Malays, Eurasians, and of course, 
Chinese. I thought I understood what multi-racial Singapore meant. 
But it was quite different in a neighbourhood school. 

At that time in 1986, there were people who would say: “Oh, this 
race is dirty. Don’t mix with them. When they cook their food, it 
is always with things that have gone bad.” It was not just race A 
speaking ill of B, but also race B speaking ill of A. They both had 
this mutual misunderstanding. That really opened my eyes.

Overcoming Barriers

I attribute a lot of my success at BBSS to a principal, Mdm Lau Kan 
How, who was my senior in the Singapore Educational Administration 
Society. She could see that I didn’t know very much and out of 
the blue, she decided to mentor me at a time when there was no 
official mentoring programme.

She would come to my school every week. We would drive out for 
lunch. From the moment I got into the car, she would be advising 
me, right through lunch, until we returned to school. She told me 
what needed to be done to manage that kind of students. The first 
school she was sent to was also a neighbourhood school. In fact, 
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she became very well known for learning how to tackle the gangs 
in her school and I learnt to do the same.

I noticed that some principals were very reluctant to admit that 
there were gangs in their schools. But my friend taught me it was 
better to admit the fact so that I could get help. Instead of trying to 
solve the problem myself, every time I had a gang issue, I would 
call the neighbourhood police post. 

Reaping the Benefits

I feel that the more diversified the student population, the better 
learning there is, because you are mixing with all kinds of people. 
And this is why co-curricular activities (CCA) are important too, 
because CCA doesn’t categorise you according to your class. So 
having students from different classes mixing together is great. And 
I see today’s subject-based banding is going back to this concept. 
We have to understand that mixture is important for people’s growth.

How much can you learn from constantly being surrounded with 
people of your own kind? You tend to be influenced by the same 
things thus limiting learning. Why I speak so warmly about the 
importance of mixing is because I actually came from the “other 
side”, where it was only “one kind’ that I had mixed with. The severe 
adapting I had to do really showed me that it was important to know 
the other side. Otherwise, how do you develop empathy?
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Bringing Out the Best in Students

I think the worst problem is when the student has a poor 
self-concept of himself or herself, all because his or her 
family has certain expectations of him or her. This results 
in very unhappy children. Sometimes, parents can be 
rather clumsy with their motivation, not knowing it could 
destroy a child’s sense of self-worth. 

There was an instance when a foreign student about 17- to 
18-years old came to Singapore to study and had to be 
retained because he failed. One day, I saw him visibly 
upset and I asked him: “Is everything alright?” He said: 
“My parents sent my sister back [to their home country]. 
They were afraid I would be a bad influence to her.”

So you can see that some of the stress on students has 
to do with their parents. As teachers, we have learnt to 
hold our tongue a little better. We no longer say things like: 
“Stupid boy.” But it may seem like there are still parents 
who think a negative word will motivate the child better.
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Hopes for Singapore Education

The Education Minister really said it best: We must 
make sure that people don’t think that only results are 
important. The problem though is that the system is 
not yet totally consistent. I am most worried about the 
Integrated Programme (IP) and Special Assistance Plan 
(SAP) schools that don’t take in a mixture of students with 
different academic abilities. They might end up producing 
leaders that have little sense of what is happening on the 
ground. If you think of how our first group of leaders came 
up, not all of them came from brilliant schools or were 
graduates. But a lot of them knew their people very well.

To move back to a more egalitarian school scene requires 
a huge commitment and courage to change things 
around. At the same time, you don’t want to throw the 
baby out with the bathwater.



Jumaat Masdawood

Mr Jumaat Masdawood had his heart set on becoming a 
policeman. However, a family tragedy edged him into the 
teaching force. For years, he coached the badminton and 
volleyball teams at the schools where he taught. For six intense 
months in 1968, he juggled those duties while he underwent 
training in basic electricity and woodworking skills in answer to 
a national call for teachers to betrained in technical education. 
Eventually, he rose to the position of Cluster Superintendent, 
serving all of 42 years in the education sector and never looking 
back at his policeman dream. 

“I did not want 
to be a teacher”
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From a Means of Survival to True Passion 

I had never thought of teaching as a profession. When I was in 
school, I was fascinated by the police force. My ambition was to be 
a Police Inspector and I was working towards that. Unfortunately, 
my father passed on while I was in pre-university and that impacted 
my career plans. My mother was a housewife and we were a big 
family, so my sisters and I had to enter the workforce early. So when 
a teaching opportunity came, I put in my application. That was in 
the mid-60s and I secured my first job as a teacher.

I was posted to a primary school and later became a badminton 
coach. Many of the children there were from low-income families and 
they had little money to buy rackets. So the school stepped in and 
provided them with the rackets and in return, these children showed 
what they were capable of on the badminton court. There was 
much satisfaction and it made me feel that I could do something 
meaningful here. And that was how I ended up serving the Ministry 
of Education in various capacities for the next 42 years.

My friend and I were both coaches of the school badminton team. At 
that time, few school teams had professional coaches; the teachers 
were the coaches. Despite that, we found that the children were 
willing to train hard and they were happy doing it. They might not 
excel academically, but they were happy playing badminton and 
winning championships.
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Camaraderie among Colleagues 

There was this camaraderie among the young teachers. We used 
to stay at school the whole day, sometimes even into the evening. 
During the exam season, we studied together. The principal opened 
the school for us so that spurred us on. Until today, we are still in 
contact with one another. Of course, some have passed on. 

Being together so much during our young teaching days created 
a kind of group cohesion; we had no problem lending things to 
one another, even money. At that time, how much money could we 
earn as beginning teachers? 

The time that we spent in school extended beyond work time; the 
school became very much a part of our lives. We stayed back 
for CCA training four to five days a week, playing badminton with 
the students.

Prerequisites for a teaching position in the 1960s 

After getting through the interview for the teaching position, you have 
to undergo a teacher training programme. I think the training then 
was more challenging for us because of the schedule. We had to 
teach for half a day either in the morning or afternoon. During the 
other half of the day, three days a week, we had to go for classes. 

So if you were on the training programme, you might teach in the 
morning and break off at 12.30pm. Lectures at the Teachers’ Training 
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College, located at Paterson Road then, would start at 2pm and 
end at 5pm. For those of us teaching in schools further from the 
city centre, we had to rush there by bus, taxi or motorcycle; we 
couldn’t afford cars then. 

At that time, teachers were not very well-paid as compared to other 
public service positions. We must thank Dr Goh Keng Swee when 
he took over MOE from 1979 to 1984. One of the things he did was 
to recognise that teachers were underpaid.

Development of Cluster Superintendents 

In 1997, Mr Lim Siong Guan, who was the Permanent Secretary 
in MOE then, mooted the idea of Cluster Superintendents. These 
superintendents were given the autonomy to do what was required 
to help teachers and principals do a much better job. 

I was then a School Inspector and was appointed a Cluster 
Superintendent. Together with three others, we were each given a 
budget. Our mission: You do what you have to do to the best of your 
abilities and change the system. At that time, principals exercised 
little autonomy so this new initiative promoted a brand-new way of 
thinking out of the box, thus releasing the principal from rigid rules. 
Of course, we had to be very mindful about what we did with the 
budget provided to us. 

While schools had their own budget, Cluster Superintendents 
were given a separate budget to further supplement the schools 
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in terms of resource-building, teacher-training, pupil-management 
and environment-improvement. 

When principals were given a freer rein, they were not used to it. 
Prior to that, principals were mainly following orders and they asked: 
“What do you want me to do?” And we told them: “You can do what 
you want, within guidelines, as long as it is for the benefit of the 
staff and students.” Many principals back then were stumped over 
the amount of autonomy suddenly given to them. 

The new system of working with Cluster Superintendents was a 
radical change. The superintendents had an integral part to play 
in the overall development of the school and the principals were 
now given the freedom to push the boundaries. 

New initiatives in the cluster system 

There were four Cluster Superintendents back then in 1997. We held 
regular meetings, built up resources and shared training expertise. 
Within the cluster itself, teachers began to share their lesson plans 
and they also had access to this repository of lesson plans from 
other schools. 

Another initiative is the Centre of Excellence. For example, Rulang 
Primary School was one of the first schools to have robotics as 
part of its curriculum. We also incorporated Information Technology 
(IT) skills in our schools. If one school is involved in this, then the 
whole cluster gets to use the resources available. On top of that, 
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principals also receive additional funding to enhance their school 
libraries and resources. 

Each cluster has about 10 schools. When a school proposes a 
project, the principal has to answer these questions: How is it going 
to impact students’ learning? Will the project enhance the learning 
environment? How many schools can benefit from it?

This is truly a new initiative because previously, principals are 
detached in many decision-making processes and rely on MOE 
to decide for them. This new arrangement allows principals to hold 
greater responsibility and ownership in decision-making, with the 
help of cluster superintendents. Gradually, more and more school 
leaders learn how to manage relationships, positively influence 
people and present ideas in a convincing manner. 
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Professional Development of Teachers

Behind every policy decision, there is always a good reason. For 
example, when we appointed Assistant Heads of Department, the 
administrators initially did not fully agree with our decision. However, 
we stood by our decision as we were training and preparing these 
teachers for future leadership roles. 

As Cluster Superintendents, we play an important role in helping 
to ensure that the ministry would have a steady stream of teachers 
who are ready to take on leadership positions in schools. We are 
given the autonomy to appoint middle-level leaders based on the 
requirements of the schools.

Today, the teacher promotion system is managed fully by MOE 
and that’s the reason why I think teachers with potential are able 
to move up the ladder rather quickly. 

Challenges in pioneering the cluster system

As the concept of Cluster Superintendents was very new back then, 
we had to work very hard to gain people’s confidence that we can 
make good decisions. We also had to build the confidence of school 
principals to enable them to make decisions more autonomously. 

Even chairing meetings was a training ground for the principals. 
They used to be so dependent on directives from MOE and for 
School Inspectors to make decisions. Today, the group of principals 
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within the cluster must collectively decide. Is this project 
worth pursuing? How many students will benefit from it? 
Is it sustainable? Can other schools modify and adapt it? 
These are important questions that the panel of school 
principals and key personnel will have to ask during the 
decision-making process. 

The Cluster Superintendent also acts as the principal’s 
sounding board during the decision-making process. 
We will probe and nudge them with questions such as 
“How do you intend to implement this?” and “What is 
your back-up plan?” to push them to think deeper and 
further. This creates a situation where they always have 
to be prepared for any setbacks.

I am very heartened to see that our principals today are 
very confident and they can learn very fast. This can 
only augur well for the future of our schools, both the 
staff and the students. 
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Rebecca Chew

As the Founding Principal of the School of the Arts (SOTA), 
Mrs Rebecca Chew was instrumental in setting out the 
school’s philosophy—to provide an education that nurtures 
the whole person; one that develops confident, creative and 
curious learners who dream big, take chances and give back 
to Singapore society. After a stint at the Ministry of Education 
headquarters, she is now the Principal of Holy Innocents’ 
High School.

Learning from 
a Reservoir of 
Educators
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A Family of Educators

I come from a family of educators. My father was former Chief 
Examinations Officer before he retired as Registrar, Regional 
Language Centre. My mum started at Pearl’s Hill Primary, then 
retired from Pei Tong Primary. One of my two sisters was Vice-
Principal, Anglo-Chinese Junior College and my husband served as 
a Cluster Superintendent. My family members anchored me in the 
sense-making, looking from different perspectives that provided me 
with the courage to lead and compassion to serve, especially in my 
first principal appointment to Naval Base Secondary School (NBSS).

Journey in the Education Service

NBSS in 2002 was then fraught with teenage delinquency but with 
the inspiring staff, we turned the school around through the arts as 
ways of seeing and knowing. We also collaborated with community 
partners: the NBSS alumni, Parents Support Group, Juvenile Courts, 
probation officers, neighbourhoold police, social workers and 
homes to provide change and stability in the teaching and learning 
environment. The new ways of seeing and knowing inspired us to 
propel school-wide initiatives with the Outward Bound School to 
introduce experiential learning where we anchored teaching and 
learning in the outdoor experience. 

I was later seconded to Ministry of Information & Communications 
and the Arts / Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth from 2005 
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to 2012 to lead as Pioneer Principal, School of the Arts (SOTA). 
This unusual professional journey comprised design ideation, 
public engagement, construction, recruitment of staff and students, 
Interntional Bacculaureate (IB) certification and the enactment of 
the six-year SOTA connected curriculum, until I saw the first cohort 
of SOTA students graduate. The vision for the national specialised 
arts school was to provide different pathways for those who were 
gifted and talented in the arts, and who could excel in their creative 
dispositions to become the future creatives and patronage for the 
arts. From 2012-2018, I led the Singapore Teachers Academy for 
the Arts (STAR). STAR was a new creative impacting many art 
and music teachers and leaders. The work at STAR inspired many 
teachers to adopt sound pedagogy and pursue artistic excellence.

The 2019 posting to be Principal of Holy Innocents’ High School 
(HIHS) provides me the privilege to focus on student-centred work. 
There is more to life than just books and grades. There is sincerity 
and compassion as we lead in uncertain times.
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Called to Life, Call to Love

Often I am filled with a sense of wonder of how ordinary 
things in life could become extraordinary. This led to my 
inspiration to the NBSS art teachers to try and make the 
ordinary extraordinary when the first team of students 
headed out to Paris for their art trip. The art teachers 
had wanted the students to finish their huge backlog in 
coursework and decided to create new ways of seeing 
and knowing through experiential learning. The teachers’ 
agentive behavior was awesome as we all adjusted 
our frames towards our lessons to be purposeful, and 
people-centric. The leadership moment impacted a 
lifetime journey for many young persons. 

I found myself also in an unusual setting one day when 
I hopped in a Comfort taxi cab. The driver, turned round 
said, “Hey, I know you! Do you remember me? I’m 
Desmond! I’m from that first batch that went to the 
Paris art trip and we all scored distinction when we 
all got back because you made us sit in front of your 
office to pass up our homework before we flew!” The 
ensuing conversation was a gift from the past—where 
he proudly said he became a seafarer, now home from a 
break and decided to drive a taxi to earn his keep before 
he took off to the seas again. He proudly said those 
were his best years in school because he tasted what 
was possible in life when someone else believed in him. 

Source: The Birthday Book edited by Cheryl Chew 

and Aaron Maniam
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SOTA More Than Just About Arts

The need for transdisciplinary learning is accelerated 
as society experiences disruptions within technology. 
Students must be able to see the interconnectedness of 
larger contemporary issues, understand the viewpoints 
of how we perceive, think and act in our growing years. 
The SOTA connected curriculum that intertwined both 
the arts and the academic as equal voices in the Years 
1–4 curriculum. The re-design brought many educators 
together. Many teacher artists were pioneering a way of 
seeing and knowing, bringing meaning to customised 
learner profiles and truly were involved in providing 
differentiated instruction from day one. The initial drafts 
included many inspirational action words found in 
the Schemes of Work: Explore, Express, Experiment, 
Discover. Over time, such teacher agentive behaviour in 
the SOTA teacher community created tacit knowledge of 
engaging and educating cohorts of students who could 
celebrate both their academic and artistic endeavours. 

In 2000, we had already seen how unpredictable the 
future would be, and asked what kind of people would be 
needed for the future workforce. Today, we have arrived 
at that future. Cyber security, sustainability threats, forging 
relationships with our neighbouring countries—these 
are real problems right at our doorstep. How can we 
build bridges to develop soft power, and how can we 
see greater interconnectedness between our society 
and the world? 
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Today, after 10 years of SOTA, half of her graduates have taken up 
arts-related vocations in dance, music, theatre, visual arts, media 
and journalism. The others likewise fly in their career choices as 
architects, engineers, urban planners, firemen, lawyers, jujitsu 
and bodybuilding champions, hypnotherapist, entrepreneurs and 
teachers. I celebrate with their teachers, their courage to be resilient 
in the face of adversity and rapid change.

Instilling Positive Values in our Students

I believe that the values undergirding a young person are partly 
developed by significant adults who mentor their journey in life. 
Values like compassion, integrity, respect and humility are funda-
mental in our lives. The moral courage to face difficult situations, 
the imagination to solve problems in different ways without com-
promising values—all these should be inculcated in every child, 
no matter which school he or she comes from. Values are caught. 
Knowing and believing this aspect of student development also 
makes the creative design of school life very interesting for me. 
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Transferring Knowledge and Experience 

Last year, at Holy Innocents’ High School, we experimented with 
ways of seeing and knowing using the inquiry-based learning 
model as a teaching approach. We introduced all our Secondary 1 
students to the National Gallery Singapore collection. The instruc-
tional design and its enactment were a wow factor for many of us 
because this museum-based learning experience leveraged on 
how we could use the artefacts to connect to larger societal issues 
in Singapore. We experimented with how we could tease out the 
emotive elements that were alive in the lesson studies, delving 
into the learner’s inquisitive mind and spurring them to be curious 
towards the unexpected. Unveiling the connected stories behind 
the artefacts created many teachable moments for Social Studies, 
English Language, Art and CCE. 

What created excitement for me was the courage to experiment 
and discover new ways of seeing, valuing each child for his/her 
potential to see the connections behind the lessons. The ability to 
learn with and from colleagues and students is precious to me, 
providing many opportunities to work with teachers where ambiguity 
and change are very present. The freedom to create space for 
teacher agentive change at this time is most pressing for school 
leaders. The space allows for trust in decision making, autonomy in 
bringing about authentic learning situations and community effort 
in forging a Singapore teacher identity.
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Not Without Challenges

The challenge is in the making of sound decisions in difficult 
situations. You have to make a judgement call to the best of your 
ability. My advice? If you do feel lost, turn to someone who is 
wiser as a mentor-educator from whom you can seek counsel. 
When you see the whole spectrum of kids, you will be asked to 
be more compassionate and open. A colleague once said to me: 
“Compassion can become a weakness.” I believe compassion holds 
community together, coupled with a sense of purpose, imagination, 
being grounded and able to envision possibilities. 

Today the New Future of Education

With increasing interdisciplinary design thinking in our work, it never 
ceases to seed change in our perspective towards work ethic, and 
changing linear instructional methods to a more emergent pedagogy. 
This is likened to designing independent creative content that needs 
constant updating as well. Having gone through different types of 
teaching and learning environments, I believe that every leader will 
want to work along colleagues who are transformative, interested in 
collaborative teams that are participatory and value the production 
of new ways of seeing and knowing. With the constant change 
that is ever present, I also believe in the continuing professional 
development of teachers to meet these challenges. Reimagined.
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Christine Chen

Dr Christine Chen is the founder and current President of 
the Association for Early Childhood Educators, Singapore. 
As the principal of the first workplace childcare centre for 
factory workers’ children, she learnt the importance of having 
qualified teachers to ensure quality education for all children. 
As a result, she has advocated for teacher development, 
continuous learning and career pathways for early childhood 
educators for more than 25 years.

Never too 
young to enjoy 
learning
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Fulfilling a Demand

I studied social work in the National University of Singapore. Soon 
after graduation, I married my husband Prof Chen Charng Ning and 
went to New York City with him as he was taking up a post there. 
However, I could not do social work there because of licensing 
issues so I decided to go into education, as I had previously wanted 
to be a teacher.

Eventually, I applied to study at the Bank Street College for Education, 
which is a progressive School of Education. They paid for my course 
fees and gave me an internship, and that was how my career in 
early childhood began. Thereafter, I taught in a nursery school 
there for six years.

At that time, Nanyang Technological Institute, later re-named 
Nanyang Technological University (NTU), School of Civil and 
Structural Engineering invited my husband to be its first dean. By 
then, we had four children aged between 2 and 8, and I was keen 
to return to Singapore after being away for 10 years.

When I returned in the early 1980s, women were in demand in the 
workforce, hence workplace childcare centres were much needed as 
well. Because of that, my friends at the then Ministry of Social Affairs, 
asked me to help start the first workplace childcare in Chartered 
Industries of Singapore located at Jalan Boon Lay. While running 
the centre, I realised that it was important for teachers to undergo 
a good preparation programme in order to ensure that children all 
over Singapore receive quality early childhood education.

“ I realised that it 
was important 
for teachers to 

undergo a good 
preparation 

programme in 
order to ensure 
that children all 
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Soon, other workplace childcare centres were in operation. The 
second childcare centre was at the Tanglin Barracks of the Singapore 
Armed Forces and a third one at the Monetary Authority of Singapore. 
We were the three principals (called supervisors in those days) who 
started the Association for Child Care Educators (ACCE) in 1990.

In 1999, PSTA (Preschool Teachers Association for kindergarten 
teachers) and the ACCE came together to form the Association for 
Early Childhood Educators, Singapore (AECES), of which I then 
became the Founding President.

Quality Preschools and Outcomes for Children

The outcomes depend not only on the schools but on the families 
of young children as well. By the age of four, there is a 30-million 
word gap between children from families of higher socio-economic 
background and that from the lower socio-economic one. We 
hope that we will be able to narrow this gap with quality programmes 
in preschools. 

AECES considered itself to be fortunate to be given the opportunity 
to co-ordinate the Ministry of Education’s programme called the 
Focused Language Assistance in Reading (FLAiR). FLAiR was 
started in 2007 to help Kindergarten Two children who require 
additional support in learning the English Language. These are 
children whose home environment lacks listening and speaking 
opportunities as well as reading materials in the English Language. 
The Association has been carrying out professional development 

“ The outcomes 
depend not only 

on the schools but 
on the families 

of young children 
as well. ”
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for the ProFLAiRs who would go to about 400 preschools daily to 
carry out the FLAiR programme. 

With the establishment of the Early Childhood Development Agency 
(ECDA) in 2013, it signals a significant change of perspective from 
early childhood education to early childhood development. This 
entails the involvement of other professionals in the early childhood 
playing field.

AECES partners ECDA in the KidSTART programme which gives 
children from low-income families a better start in life. It provides 
age-appropriate child development programmes, enhances 
parent-child interaction and promotes earlier enrolment and 
preschool attendance. 
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Quality Teachers for Quality Preschools

In the early 1980s, the Ministry of Community Development 
was the regulating Ministry for childcare centres, including 
2,000 teachers with educational qualifications ranging 
from Primary 6 to Secondary 2. With the initial goal of 
raising the entry qualifications to three O-levels and 
then to five O-levels, the Association was involved in 
offering the Bridging Programme, Basic, Intermediate and 
eventually the Certificate and Diploma programmes. Now, 
such teacher education programmes for early childhood 
educators are being offered by the National Institute of 
Early Childhood Development (NIEC).

Quality teachers engage in continuous PD and since NIEC 
is now the national institute for early childhood teachers, 
the Association focuses on continuing education. We 
organise overseas trips for practitioners to learn from 
other countries. For those who prefer local experiences, 
we organise visits to different centres so that we can 
learn from each other on home ground. 

Our signature programme is the AECES Code of Ethics 
for Early Childhood Practitioners. It has been put online 
in collaboration with the Singapore University of Social 
Sciences (SUSS). During the Circuit Breaker period we 
facilitated sessions with our Community of Practitioners 
(COP) which evolved into AECES Conversations. 
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Characteristics of a Quality Preschool

Over the years, teacher qualification and preparation as well as 
accessibility, availability and affordability of childcare centres 
were addressed. However, quality of preschool centres is a work 
in progress. 

When we talk about the quality of preschools, we refer to its structure 
(regulation and hardware) and processes (the software). Structure 
refers to the framework in which children are learning in, such as the 
scheduling of their timetables, adult-child ratio, staff qualification, 
equipment and materials, to mention a few. The structure and 
hardware of centres have come a long way and centres today look 
very different from the early days. 

On the other hand, processes or the software are what actually 
goes on in the day-to-day activities, such as how teachers relate 
to the children, their families, their colleagues and even their 
management—all these contribute to quality. While it is easier to 
provide the quality structure, the processes within the structure are 
what ultimately make the difference in quality preschools. 

The processes include the professional communication and 
relationships that transpire between the practitioners and the children 
as well as among all stakeholders. The AECES Code of Ethics 
addresses the obligations and responsibilities of practitioners toward 
children, families, the community, profession and employer. The 
Code of Ethics defines the quality of care and education and will 
provide the bedrock on which we would be building the next wave 
of quality and professionalism.

“ While it is easier 
to provide the 

quality structure, 
the processes 

within the 
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Sensing the Quality of the Preschool

When I walk into a preschool, I sense its organisational culture, in 
which the centre’s leader plays a significant role. I believe that the 
principal is the leader, but every teacher is also a leader as she 
influences young lives. As such, who the leader and teachers are 
as persons is very important and this includes being a kind and 
respectful individual. Some basic traits that a kind and respectful 
person possesses include empathy, persistence and a deep sense 
of responsibility. These basic traits are really critical in teacher 
selection. Preschools with teachers and leaders exhibiting such 
traits will make a visitor feel the quality in the relationships that 
transpire within the learning community where children will be able 
to develop a bond with their caring adults. 

Children as Learners

In a rushed and fast-moving world today, children appear to lack 
the attention that they need. We are seeing more children with 
challenging behaviours as they struggle with paying attention in 
class. As family units break down with rising divorces, children may 
be experiencing an atypical life-style and strapped with worries. 
Other children especially those coming from non-English speaking 
homes may not have the vocabulary to express their feelings. 
Children come from diverse households with different cultures. As 
such, teachers should be respectful and kind towards the children, 
work along-side them with empathy, persistence and a deep sense 
of responsibility. 

“ While it is easier 
to provide the 
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Hence, it is not just about teaching the children, but also handling 
many other issues that require the teacher to develop the quality of 
empathy and persistence. It is important to note that children look 
up to their teachers, so teachers should also be aware of their own 
background issues so as to better adjust their approach to work 
with children from backgrounds which are different from theirs.

Children and Families after the COVID-19  
Circuit Breaker

During the Circuit Breaker, children and their families experienced 
online learning. For the first time, teachers and families met in the 
home and not in the school. We meet families in their home ground 
and not in ours. This levels the playing field, giving us better insights 
into the lives of the children; and creating better understanding and 
bonding among all stakeholders.

From our COP sessions, we learnt that online learning has gained 
us greater respect from families on the work that we do as well as 
involve them more in the teaching and learning process. Previously, 
we send “homework” for families to complete with children but 
through online learning we work collaboratively for the benefit of 
the child.

When preschools re-opened, we had this renewed positive 
relationship with families and we built on it by communicating timely 
information on the safety measures to be taken. During the AECES 
Conversation sessions, practitioners reported that the transition, from 

“  It is important 
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home back to school, was a smooth one for 
the children. On the other hand, practitioners 
while preparing for the children’s arrival 
were worried and fretful about the wearing 
of masks and implementation of the various 
safety measures. 

However, children adapted very well to 
the wearing of masks, sanitising, washing 
of hands and social distancing (though 
more challenging for the younger children). 

Children can also help in the sanitising 
of materials. They are resilient learners 
and more adaptable than adults. But we 
also realise that the close collaborative 
relationship between practitioners and 
families contributed to the well-being of 
the children. Because the practitioners 
and families made the preschool ready 
for the children, the children just sailed 
smoothly back into the preschool after the 
Circuit Breaker.
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The Future of Preschool Education

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced us to slow down and windows 
of opportunities were opened to innovative practices. Online learning 
has been introduced and it appears to be working well. It should 
be maintained to sustain the bond that has been developed 
between the school and home. We need to build on it and 
ensure that these learning strategies can be shared, not only by 
teachers but by families as well. In this way all children, teachers 
and families can learn through the learning community which will 
enhance learning for all. 

We also learnt that children are resilient and have good coping 
strategies. Perhaps we should learn from the children. We used 
to think that children need to learn from us but this pandemic has 
shown us that we can learn from the children. Children are resilient, 
accepting, creative and innovative beings!

The future for preschool education also has to go beyond pedagogy 
and the four walls of the classroom. Through online learning we have 
brought learning into the homes. We do not take children coming 
into our classrooms at face value. With the diverse challenges 
faced by children and their families, teachers need to understand 
the contexts outside the classroom. 

“ We also learnt 
that children are 
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As such, teacher preparation needs to address diversity issues, not 
only in differences in cultures of different races but the differences 
in cultures of childhood and adulthood; differences in gender; 
differences in socio-economic status; religion and what it is like 
living in a trans-culture family. 

Today, children are being supported with added programmes like 
FLAiR, KidSTART and the Developmental Support Programme. 
These herald a new era where the issues addressed is a 
developmental one. It is time for all professions to work together 
for the development of children. It takes a village to raise a child 
and communication and collaboration are keys to enabling the 
child in achieving his/her potential.

“ We also learnt 
that children are 

resilient and have 
good coping 

strategies. Perhaps 
we should learn 

from the children. ”
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Appointed Principal Master Teacher in 2014, Dr Fadilah Isnin 
had taught in both primary and secondary schools. She 
helped put in place programmes for Malay language teachers 
to upgrade their skills and develop new teaching methods 
to engage students. Besides playing a part in developing 
curricula for primary and secondary school textbooks, she has 
done research in the early literacy development of students 
and helped schools develop basic literacy intervention 
programmes for students with reading difficulties.

Inspired  
to Teach
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Early Language Learning Experience

I am greatly inspired to be a mother tongue 
language teacher because I have deep 
passion for the Malay language, culture 
and literature. My affection for my mother 
tongue grew over time due to its richness 
in terms of history, dialect variations and 
values attached to it. There is a Malay 
saying: “Bahasa Jiwa Bangsa’” or in 
English, “Language is the soul of a race” 
or a community. Language learning is not 
confined to the learning of vocabulary 
but involves recognising the nuances, 
language variety and values ascribed to 
the language. I believe that keeping the 
language alive is of paramount importance 
to Singapore’s multiracial, multilingual and 
multicultural identity. Thus, as a mother 
tongue teacher, I should be committed to 
imparting awareness among our students 
and to develop their full potential in learning 
and using the Malay language. This will 
further motivate and enthuse them to be 
confident in using the language among 
Singaporeans and Malay language 
speakers in the region. 

When I was a Primary 1 pupil in 1967, 
I remember vividly that the spartan 
classroom was more than made up for 
by the dedication of my Malay language 
teacher and her care for her young pupils. 
We were taught beyond the prescribed 
syllabuses and resources. She taught 
language through songs, pantun, poems 
and drama. My teacher did not just 
ensure that we performed well in tests and 
examinations but nurtured our love for the 
Malay language. 

There were also lessons through expe-
riential learning, for example, gardening 
activities. We enriched our vocabulary with 
the names of plants and gardening tools. 
Since most of us could not afford to travel, 
we learnt about different countries, their 
food and dishes, and their cultures through 
simple research and projects. Excursions, 
though limited to visits to biscuit and aer-
ated drink factories, were nonetheless 
meaningful and enriching. 
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After completing my A-Levels in the Malay medium, I wanted to 
become a teacher. However, during that period, the then Institute 
of Education (IE) did not enrol trainee teachers from the Malay 
medium. As an alternative, I joined the Finance Division of MOE. 
There I met principals from various schools who talked about 
their students and that inspired me further to become a teacher. I 
persisted in applying to join the Education Service and eventually 
succeeded in being selected as a trainee teacher. 

Entry into Teaching

Upon completion of my Diploma in Education course, I was posted 
to a primary school. Along the way, I realised that I needed to 
deepen my understanding of my Subject Content Knowledge (SCK) 
and Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK). Over the following 
nine years, I completed my BA, Master of Education and PhD at 
the University of Malaya, Malaysia. After spending eight years 
teaching in schools, I joined the Curriculum Planning & Development 
Division (CPDD), MOE as a Curriculum Planning Officer (CPO) for 
Malay Language (ML). My five years serving as CPO has enabled 
me to enhance and deepen my understanding how curricula 
were conceptualised, designed, developed and implemented. I 
also learned about the symbiotic relationship among syllabuses, 
teaching and learning resources and assessment. Both internal and 
external stakeholders could contribute inputs for the development 
of those resources. 

“ My affection for 
my mother tongue 
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Nurturing Effective Teachers

In 2010, the Malay Language Centre of Singapore (MLCS) was 
established. It was first under the umbrella of the CPDD, and in 
2014 became a unit of the Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST). 
I was appointed as a Master Teacher in the same year when MLCS 
was established. I believed that capacity building of teachers is 
paramount in uplifting the quality of teaching and learning of ML. 
Together with Mr Mohamed Noh Daipi, Centre Director of MLCS 
and my Master Teacher colleagues, we planned PD programmes 
for ML teachers. These included customised courses for Beginning 
Teachers (Tunas Budiman), Experienced Teachers (Mekar Budiman) 
and Senior and Lead Teachers (Bestari Budiman).

To enrich the knowledge of our ML teachers and enhance their 
capacity in classroom teaching, MLCS organises two signature 
for ML teachers, namely the annual Malay Language Seminar 
programmes (Cendekia Budiman) and the Arif Budiman Lecture 
Series. Every year, MLCS offers between 30 and 40 courses that 
focus on content knowledge (i.e,. Malay grammar, culture, and 
values), pedagogy, assessment and Information & Communications 
Technology (ICT).

Over the last decade, we had planned and carried out PD pro-
grammes based on needs analysis. In 2015, we collected feedback 
from teachers on a massive scale, and the result was humbling. 
Teachers gave very positive feedback on the quantity and quality of 
training programmes conducted, as well as teaching and learning 
resources published for teachers and students respectively in both 
print and ICT-based formats. 

“ I believed that 
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SkillsFuture for Educators

We often ask how students learn, but less frequently ask how 
teachers teach. Teachers must equip themselves with knowledge 
and competencies to facilitate students’ learning. MOE has intro-
duced an enhanced PD Roadmap for teachers—SkillsFuture for 
Educators (SFEd) in 2020. It aims to enhance and deepen teachers’ 
skills that focus on six areas: Assessment Literacy, Differentiated 
Instruction, Inquiry-Based Learning, E-Pedagogy, CCE, and Support 
for Students with Special Educational Needs.

Mother Tongue teachers now have more options to improve their 
skills. They can choose to apply for a full-time BA degree at NIE, 
University of Malaya, Malaysia or a part-time BA course at the 
Singapore University of Social Sciences. 

Supporting Teachers with Rich Resources 

Teaching and learning resources are important for teachers in 
enacting their lesson effectively. The resources enable students to 
gradually understand learning content better. Since its establish-
ment, MLCS has invested time and resources in providing good 
publications both in print and ICT-based formats for ML teachers 
and students. These resources are widely referred to by teachers. 
Thus far, MLCS has published more than 44 printed materials 
on teaching strategies, six board games, and 25 interactive ICT 
resources. MLCS has also published five app-based resources 
for the teaching and learning of Malay language, winning the MOE 
Innergy Awards. To facilitate easy access, we also uploaded the 
resources on the MLCS website.

“ I believed that 
capacity building 

of teachers is 
paramount in 
uplifting the 

quality of teaching 
and learning of 
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Early Basic Literacy

It was an enriching and meaningful experience for me when 
resources that I developed with colleagues were well received 
by teachers, such as the one on nurturing basic reading skills 
among pupils. We embarked on the journey in 2008, factoring in 
the different levels of reading abilities among pupils and aiming 
to meet the learners’ needs. The resources were used for the 
intervention programme Saya Boleh Baca (SBB) or “I Can Read”. 
SBB develops pupils’ reading abilities through guided reading by 
teachers, as well as independent reading and collaborative learning 
among pupils. The SBB package includes graded reading texts 
in the form of vocabulary and sentences, pupils’ reading records 
and reflection activities. 

Most of the struggling readers “graduated” from the programme and 
had been placed in their normal class. SBB further entrenched my 
belief that no child should be left behind and every child matters. 
By providing appropriate and adequate support, teachers can 
make a difference in helping children develop their reading skills. 

“ Learning mother 
tongue is about 

appreciating and 
connecting us to 
our roots, values 

and culture. ”
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Use of Mother Tongue in Everyday Life

Learning mother tongue is about appreciating 
and connecting us to our roots, values and 
culture. While students mastering English 
Language is crucial for communicating 
with others in Singapore and around the 
world, they should also have the passion to 
learn their mother tongue, to have a sense 
of belonging and increased confidence in 
their identity. 

The beauty of knowing one’s mother tongue 
is to enjoy connection with family members, 
relatives, and friends, and even help direct 
strangers who speak the language if they 
are lost and to befriend them. When students 
experience language learning through a 
dikir barat lesson, lantern making or even 
playing five stones, use of the mother tongue 
language comes alive for them. 

Students today find it harder to master mother 
tongue compared to the older generation. 
During my school days, I conversed mainly in 
Malay with my parents, grandparents, siblings 
and neighbours. The Singapore Radio and 
Television station had begun transmission 
in 1963 with only one channel showing 

programmes in four official languages. We 
watched a very popular Malay weekly-aired 
drama entitled Pak Awang Temberang (Pak 
Awang the Chatter). In secondary school, 
my CCA was Malay Language, Drama and 
Dance Society. The frequent use and wide 
exposure to the use of the Malay language 
and the culture deepened my appreciation 
of and love for both.

Today, English is predominantly used at 
home for all races in Singapore. Both children 
and adults are glued to Netflix channels and 
YouTube for entertainment and relaxation. 
They use Google portals for references and 
Google translate to check on vocabulary 
and expressions although it may not give 
accurate results.

To foster a more conducive environment for 
students to use Mother Tongue Language 
(MTL), the MTL Review Committee 2010, 
encouraged schools to organise Mother 
Tongue Fortnight programmes to create 
opportunities for students to use MTL in excit-
ing ways. This is to strengthen the use of MTL 
beyond classroom and school environment. 

“ Learning mother 
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MOE will introduce Mother Tongue Support Programme for pupils 
who find learning MTL challenging—for all Primary 3 pupils in 2021 
and Primary 4 pupils in 2022. The new curriculum for secondary 
school starting from cohort 2021 will focus on national identity, 
greater cultural knowledge and contemporary materials. Mother 
tongue teachers are to play a more important role in developing 
students as proficient language users, and to keeping MTL alive 
as a valuable living language for the young.

To equip teachers with appropriate strategies, MLCS developed 
24 teaching video resources on spoken interaction skills. These 
include the use of appropriate language while interacting with elders, 
family members and friends, and effective communication during 
classroom discussions. MLCS also trained teachers to develop 
one-minute videos as oral interaction skills resources. Through 
collaboration with teachers, MLCS managed to develop 20 such 
video clips which are widely used in schools.

Hopes for the Future

I believe that everyone should play a part in helping our future 
generation to passionately learn and appreciate the mother tongue 
language. Teachers must continue learning from one another, and 
learn as a team. In this respect, I would like our Malay language 
teachers and students realise the vision of Arif Budiman—being 
learned in Malay language, literature, culture and values and con-
tributing to our community.
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COVID-19 Pandemic—The New Normal for Teachers

During the COVID-19 pandemic, we could 
not conduct PD programmes for teachers 
through face-to-face interaction, but tech-
nology became an effective alternative 
platform. Our Master Teachers carried out 
asynchronous learning sessions online, 
allowing more time and greater flexibility for 
teachers to participate at their own pace.

Our ICT team lent support by setting up 
a “self-made studio”. Thus far, MLCS 
has completed six electronic-learning 
(e-learning) courses in the post-Circuit 
Breaker period with nearly 300 teachers 
completing the online PD. Teachers found 
the new approach effective as learning 
became more flexible. Through this COVID-
19 experience, we found that e-learning 
PD can be as effective as the face-to-
face courses. MLCS will offer 10 more 
e-learning PD sessions from August to 
November 2020.

Teachers had to be nimble and adapt 
when schools moved to home-based 
learning (HBL) at the onset of the pan-
demic. MLCS Master Teachers quickly 
developed 150 online resources for 
primary school pupils and 35 for sec-
ondary school students. The resources 
included those on core language skills, 
grammar and vocabulary. They covered 
the learning experiences prescribed by 
the SLS, that is, acquisition, discussion, 
collaboration, inquiry and customisation. 
Several resources were shared by a cou-
ple of thousand teachers. 

Moving forward, the teaching fraternity 
has accepted that this is the new normal. 
All of us will face the challenges together, 
supporting each other to ensure that the 
teaching and learning of mother tongue 
languages will continue to flourish for the 
benefit of our young generation.
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Mr Kwek Hiok Chuang, former Principal of Nanyang Junior 
College, was often seen with a cup of coffee in hand, having 
a chat with students in the canteen. Many former students 
were pleasantly surprised by how they could enjoy a candid 
conversation with the principal, sharing with him their 
suggestions for the school and their views about various 
topics, and even their personal struggles and concerns. 
They had also observed him helping school attendants wipe 
dry study benches after the rain and rushing to purchase 
standing fans for the classes when the weather turned 
unbearably warm. He was undoubtedly the school’s #1 fan. His 
commitment and love for the school inspired his students to 
do the same. 

Building a Positive 
School Culture 
Over Coffee
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1Simplicity is Key to Success

Principals are powerful influencers in the 
school. With a heart for the students, staff 
and the organisation, the principal would 
be on track in developing a positive school 
culture that supports the growth and 
development of all within. 

As the principal of a junior college, it was 
important for me to consciously take in the 
perspective of a 17- or 18-year-old when 
making decisions and evaluating policies 
regarding the running of the school. In 
one of the first meetings that I had with 
the staff, I shared with them how much I 
treasure autonomy and how I had trouble 
performing well in school where there were 
many constraints. Likewise, many of our 
students would find it difficult to excel in a 
restrictive environment and as a college, 
we should look into how we could facilitate 
the exercise of autonomy and at the same 
time guide our students in understanding 
that with freedom comes accountability.

An example of the application of this is the 
changes we made to the school library. I 
was disturbed that the school library was 

not frequented by students. I looked at 
the collection of books, looked into the 
furniture and design, and when I asked 
for the library rules, I was shocked to see 
that they covered four pages! There were 
simply too many hurdles for students to 
clear just to get into the library. So I worked 
with the librarian to reduce the rules to just 
the essentials—and the four pages became 
half a page. 

Simplicity is key. There is no need for many 
complicated rules and regulations if we can 
help students understand the principles 
and rationale behind the desired behaviour. 
One of the long list of library rules was 
that students were not allowed to wear PE 
t-shirts into the library. The rationale was 
to avoid the stench of perspiration from 
pervading the library. But without sharing 
the rationale with the students, the root of 
the problem remained as students were 
entering the library, still soaked in per-
spiration despite being in their full school 
uniform. So rather than adding on to the 
list of rules, we educated the students on 
the basics of hygiene.
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1Another example has got to do with the access to the lift 

in the college. In most schools, lifts can only be operated 
by specific persons with the access key. This is to prevent 
unnecessary usage of the lifts by students. In Nanyang 
JC, it was done differently. The lift was shared by all. We 
only had to educate students to be responsible users, 
looking out for people who had a greater need to use 
the lift. 

The above two examples show how I shifted the per-
spective of staff and students, and at the same time, 
shaping a culture of trust and responsibility. There are 
actually plenty of teaching moments and opportunities 
to influence students every day.

Students spend most of their time in school. Respect 
and sense of responsibility can be learnt through their 
observation of the people in the school. For my retirement, 
my students presented to me a bound book of their 
observations of me and I was very moved by their entries. 
They wrote about small, simple things like how they 
observed me picking up litter, going round distributing 
apples to different groups of students at the study tables 
and picking up the tab at the canteen hot drinks stall. 
They also remembered my many one-liners like “Let’s 
call a Spade a Spade” and “Solve the problem; don’t be 
the problem”. It reveals that indeed, small things matter, 
not the big policies and school rules.

“ Simplicity is 
key. There is no 
need for many 
complicated 

rules and 
regulations if we 
can help students 
understand the 
principles and 

rationale behind 
the desired 
behaviour. ”
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Nanyang JC has been receiving students from all over the island. 
To give students ample time to travel to school, avoiding peak hour 
traffic and having that little extra snooze time, I decided to move 
the starting time of lessons from 7.30am to 8.30am. But at that later 
hour, the parade square could be very hot. So I initiated a change 
in the assembly layout such that instead of the regular block format, 
the students could assemble in the shade as long as they did so in 
an orderly manner. The focus should not be so much on the form, 
i.e. having neat rows in well-defined blocks, but it is about getting 
the students to be orderly during flag raising. 

Encouraging Students to Build Friendships

Putting in place too much disciplinary rules will make our students 
more conforming and less of a risk taker. We want them to be 
innovative so that they can make a difference and make the world 
a better place. 

Successful people socialise a lot. Talking to strangers is not easy, 
so we help our students to be more confident and aware of social 
cues. They need to open up, talk to more people, and exchange 
their views with different people. I encouraged them to be daring 
enough to take the first step, approach strangers and make at least 
200 friends by the time they leave the college. They should not just 
stick to their own social circle, but also interact and socialise with 
students from different courses. 

“ Putting in place too 
much disciplinary 

rules will make 
our students more 
conforming and 

less of a risk taker. 
We want them to 
be innovative so 

that they can make 
a difference and 
make the world a 

better place. ”
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Building Ties with Parents

I hold regular dialogue sessions with parents. There are 
two types of parents: those who are too busy and those 
who are too free.

Type 1: Parents are hands-off. When students misbehave, 
act irresponsibly or cross the line, the school needs to bring 
in the parents and work with them to address the issues. 

Type 2: Parents who constantly hover over their children. 
These parents need to be reminded about the importance 
of letting go. They need to give their children the freedom 
to explore and be independent. 

Parents are stressed because they often compare their 
children’s performance with that of their friends’ children, 
without considering the challenges their children are 
facing. Parents must know the strengths and learning pace 
of their children, so patience is key. During these dialogue 
sessions with parents, teachers also need to persevere, 
as it is not easy to solve the problem of parental anxiety.

I had invited parents to take half-day off from work, and 
brought them around the school to speak with other 
students and observe the classes. When parents saw 
for themselves how the schooI functioned, they became 
less anxious. 
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There was this child who returned a lost wallet containing money 
and important documents. I made it a point to call the parents to let 
them know how fortunate they are to have raised an honest child. 
The student will usually appreciate it when the principal praises him 
in front of his parents. So a two-minute phone call like that would 
definitely make all the difference.

Importance of Reflection

Meeting the needs of students and staff is my priority and I believe 
in taking small steps to achieve that. It’s good to understand why 
people do things in a certain way, but sometimes, schools tend to 
focus too much on daily operations and common practice, without 
reflecting on the process. 

Reflections are very important. I personally do my own reflection 
every night by writing a paragraph in my diary, answering the ques-
tion: How can I do it better tomorrow? If you reflect every day as a 
leader, you will bring progress to the school that you are leading.

The culture of reflection is also important for our teachers. We want 
our teachers to be able to stand confidently in front of the classroom 
and engage their students in active learning. Besides ensuring that 
our teachers are developed professionally in content mastery and 
pedagogy, our Staff Development Committee also scheduled time 
for staff to share and reflect on their teaching. 

“ It’s good to 
understand why 

people do things in 
a certain way, but 

sometimes, schools 
tend to focus too 

much on daily 
operations and 

common practice, 
without reflecting 

on the process. ”
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As a student, I was taught a Chinese phrase—己所不欲勿施予人—that 
teaches us not to do unto others what you would not want done unto 
you. So I reminded my teachers to avoid doing to their students the 
things that they did not like when they themselves were students. 

Walking the Ground

I practised an open-door policy. I made it a point to eat in the 
canteen. I saw what the students ate and I ate the same. I wanted 
an authentic experience of what they were experiencing during 
recess—the queuing and the waiting for seats—I made sure that 
I was not getting any special treatment from anyone.

As I walked around the college, I made sure I walked alone, without 
my Vice-Principals. That way, I could observe more things and 
students were more likely to initiate conversation with me. It can 
be intimidating when it is a group of two or three school leaders.

Where there is a complaint from the staff, I would conduct my own 
investigation to find out the reasons behind the complaint. Often, 
they were a result of miscommunication. I would usually play the 
role of a mediator to help the parties involved resolve the problem. 
My staff trusted that whatever was shared with or said to me would 
not be used against them in future. This trust is very important. With 
constructive feedback and open communication, we can build a 
positive and safe working environment where staff are actively 
looking to improve and contribute. 

“ This trust is very 
important. With 

constructive 
feedback and open 

communication, 
we can build 

a positive and 
safe working 

environment where 
staff are actively 

looking to improve 
and contribute. ”
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It is just normal practice to do strategic planning with 
mid-year and year-end reviews. The difference is that at 
the year-end staff review, we made sure that all the views 
and reflections are captured. What matters is not only 
what you do, but how you do it. With this understanding, 
the staff provided feedback on the college practices and 
gave suggestions on how we could improve.

This is not, and cannot be, just an exercise on paper. 

If a staff member had a suggestion, he or she would be 
allowed the space to try out the idea. If the outcome of 
the trial was not ideal, I would discuss and reflect together 
with them on how we could improve the processes. 

In the time that I was with Nanyang JC, I had gathered 
about 300 feedback on how we could improve the school. 
I followed up on each of the 300 suggestions—from 
small to big ideas. This attention given to the input from 
the staff and students ensured their continued interest 
and commitment to look out for one another and help 
the college grow. 

“ What matters is not 
only what you do, 
but how you do it. ”
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Meeting Challenges in a Pandemic

This year the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the closure of schools, 
offices and various facilities during the Circuit Breaker period. This 
has indeed affected my work in education but it has also created an 
opportunity for me to re-invent my work processes. My colleagues 
and I found innovative ways to meet virtually and to communicate 
with our strategic partners. We also needed to exercise self-discipline 
and self-directedness when we worked from home. 

During this period, schools, teachers and students would have 
recognised the importance of digital literacy and being prepared 
for HBL. For those who struggle with HBL, be they educators, 
parents or students, find out the reasons for the struggle. Problems 
with hardware and network can be resolved easily. If the issues 
are related to learning strategies and motivation, counselling may 
be required. 



Building a Positive School Culture Over Coffee

110 11
1

110



110 11
1

11
1

C Kunalan

Mr C Kunalan made his mark as a model sportsman when 
he started competitive running in late 1962, at the age of 20. 
Since then, he had participated and won medals in various 
international games, and held the 100m National Record 
for 33 years. He taught at the primary and secondary levels 
before joining NIE as Assistant Professor and making his 
mark as a Sports Science lecturer. He retired from NIE in 2010. 
He has been employed full time at Sport Singapore since then.

Track Legend 
Holds Life 
Lessons
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3Humble Beginnings 

I was born in Pengarang, Johor, Malaysia. When I was about two 
or three years old, my family came to Singapore by boat. My father 
had found work with Malayan Brewery and we lived in company 
quarters directly opposite Gillman Barracks. 

My primary school was Pasir Panjang English School and I went on 
to complete my secondary education at Pasir Panjang Secondary 
School in 1959. In 1962, I joined TTC. During those days, we were 
trained on a part-time basis; we taught in schools in the morning 
and then attended lectures in the afternoon or vice versa. I began 
my career in teaching before my involvement in competitive sports.

When I was in primary school, I never envisioned myself to be a 
runner. The only activities I participated in during sports day were 
the potato race, egg and spoon race, and sack race. When I was 
in Secondary 3, we had a combined sports day with Crescent 
Girls’ School and I was one of the boys entered to run the one-mile 
open category. While some of the boys were wearing shoes, I was 
running barefooted and without any training. I came in third. 

The following year, 1959, at our school sports, I was placed to 
run the mile again. And I came in first even though we all were 
mistakenly made to run an extra lap. I got to represent the school 
at the nationals at Farrer Park. In that race, I didn’t win. In fact I 
came in last. Then I left school after my O-Levels.
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5From Competitive Running to Teaching

When I left school at the end of 1959, I was too young to work. I 
had neglected my studies and achieved only 3 O-Level passes. 
My father was really concerned for me so he sent me to a night 
school where I took shorthand and typewriting lessons. One day, 
the owner of the night school said to me: “You teach our English 
class in the night school. In return, you do not have to pay for your 
typewriting and shorthand classes.” 

Towards the end of the year, I applied to MOE and—miracle of 
miracles!—I was accepted as a temporary teacher after the second 
round of interview at Kay Siang Road. At that time, there was a mass 
recruitment of teachers to cater to the baby boomers.

My family had moved from Alexander Road to our new home at 
Paterson Road. I was assigned to teach at Tiong Bahru Primary 
School. I was very committed. I taught there for six years, teaching 
every subject except mother tongue.
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Educator

During my studies in TTC, I was very active in playing 
soccer. While I was on the field one day, a lecturer saw 
the way I was chasing the ball. Later, he spoke to me 
about my running potential. I was not interested then and 
tried to avoid him, but not for long. Almost six months 
after our first meeting we accidentally met along one 
of the corridors of TTC and he asked me when I would 
join the national athletes in training. This I think was the 
turning point in my career. 

That lecturer became my teaching supervisor and came 
to evaluate my teaching at Tiong Bahru School. This 
probably was the main reason why I agreed to go to 
Farrer Park for training. The main team was away at an 
overseas competition and so he gave me individual 
attention and he taught me to run effectively. When the 
national team returned from Sarawak, I raced against 
them and came in third. My soccer team mates were so 
supportive that they bought me a pair of spiked shoes 
from China for $12. One of them also encouraged me to 
move to Dunearn Secondary Technical School (DSTS) to 
join the sports department and I eventually did. I taught 
and coached at DSTS till the beginning of 1980.
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Track Legend Holds Life Lessons

Support and Encouragement Key to Success

My wife (seen in the photos below) stopped running after she 
became pregnant with our first daughter. However, she has remained 
the most supportive person in my running career. This is under-
standable, considering that she herself was a competitive runner 
in her younger days.

After the 1970 Asian Games, I focused on training the DSTS athletics 
team. In 1972, I started with a few boys on the team and we won 
a few medals at the Bukit Timah District meet. In 1973, we were 
Division A Boys champions, beating for the first time a few big-
named schools. In 1974, we were allowed to take part only in the 
Division B and C races, and we emerged runners-up. Then in 1975 
we were B Division Boys champion. From 1976 to 1978 I attended 
lectures three times a week for the part-time course at NIE called the 
Advanced Certificate of Education. This affected my commitment 
to the DSTS athletics team and our performance dropped. When 
I was about to pick up the responsibilities of coaching, it was time 
to leave on the Colombo Plan Scholarship in Western Australia. 
That ended my time with school coaching. 
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Towards the end of 1979, I was awarded 
the Colombo Plan Scholarship to pursue a 
certificate course in physical education in 
Western Australia. After the nine-month course, 
I wanted a change from teaching secondary 
students and applied to the NIE.

When NIE accepted my application in 1980, 
MOE gave me a two-year secondment. In 
1983, NIE decided to award a Diploma—not 
Certificate—to its teacher-graduates. But at 
that time, we were just an institute of education, 
and an institute could only award a Certificate. 
As such, the College of Physical Education 
was set up.

To facilitate the process of setting up the 
college, a German advisor was brought in. 
He identified me to be the first person to go 
to Germany on a scholarship so that I would 
eventually be the link between the College 
of Physical Education and Germany. So I left 
Singapore in 1983. The first two months in 
Germany were spent in language studies. It 
is a rather mean feat for me—who had never 
passed my second language in Tamil—to top 

that German language class. And then for 
the next 10 months at the university, I was 
involved in an athletics coaching course 
which I topped too.

I was still doing my course in Germany when 
the college was eventually set up in April 
1984. Upon returning to Singapore, I met 
the college’s Principal Dr Paul Robinson. He 
gave me a spot on the teaching staff based 
on my running reputation and involvement 
as a student developer in schools and NIE.

Later I also did a specially designed two-
year Masters course at the University of 
Loughborough to accommodate my lack 
of a basic university degree. With these 
opportunities, I managed to improve my 
coaching knowledge so I could better help 
as the national sprint coach when I was 
invited to coach the 1993 SEA Games 
sprint squad. The relay squad eventually 
broke the national record which I had 
helped to set as a national athlete in 1974 
at the Asian Games.
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I had been involved with education from 1961 to 2010. After my 
retirement from NIE, I first served with Active SG, before asking for 
a transfer to the Singapore Sports Institute (SSI). The institute looks 
after every aspect of elite athletes’ development.

There is this one department at SSI called Coach Education. They 
run a programme called Continuing Coach Education and one of 
the topics is Seasonal Planning. I was told that I could be in charge 
of getting ready the content to help coaches do thorough planning 
in their training of elite athletes. I think it is very important to have 
such plans for them, so my role is to look at the content from various 
sources and putting together the lectures for the Continuing Coach 
Education course.

Now I also constantly try to keep myself fit by doing some sort 
of physical activity for an hour every day. It is important, but just 
as important are the three values that I live by—we call them the 
Olympic Values—Excellence, Friendship and Respect.

And I say to parents: support your kids in their CCAs. If they are 
talented, support them even further—on to higher levels of any 
particular activity. The whole society (including the Government) 
has to be thinking like this. Due support and recognition must be 
given to those young men and women who want to excel for their 
country. In sports, give five more years of your life to high level 
sports after your school-life-sports. There is plenty of time to “make 
a decent living” after your “professional” participation in sports or 
other worthwhile activities. 

“ The three values 
that I live by—we 

call them the 
Olympic Values—

Excellence, 
Friendship 

and Respect. ”
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A personal testimony to racial harmony

Back in the early 1960s, inter-racial marriages were a rarity in 
Singapore. Kunalan dated Chong Yoong Yin, who was also a teacher. 
She was active in netball and running. There was an Athletics Club 
in TTC and both of them were members.

Despite initial objection from both sets of parents, Kunalan and 
Yoong Yin eventually married with their blessings. They have three 
daughters, one of whom is also a teacher.

When talking about racial harmony to students or giving marital 
counselling to friends, these two teachers can truly let their family 
life speak for them.
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Pang Eng Fong

Professor Pang Eng Fong started as a lecturer in the 
Department of Economics at the University of Singapore 
in 1971 before joining the Economic Research Centre and 
later the Department of Business Policy. He had served 
as Singapore’s Ambassador/High Commissioner in Seoul, 
Brussels and London. He was Dean of the Lee Kong Chian 
School of Business, Singapore Management University where 
he is presently Emeritus Professor.

Education No 
Longer a One-
Way Traffic
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I joined the University of Singapore (SU) in 1964 and 
took Economics, Philosophy and Mathematics in my first 
year. In the second and final year, I was in the economics 
honours programme. After graduation, a visiting professor 
from the University of Illinois encouraged me to enrol in 
a Masters programme in industrial relations at his home 
university. I went on to complete a PhD when the Institute 
launched a doctoral programme. My dissertation was on 
the economics of educational planning

From Research to Policy

Returning to Singapore in 1971, I joined the Economics 
Department in SU, before transferring to the Economic 
Research Centre (ERC) a year later. In 1973, Professor 
You Poh Seng stepped down as the director and I 
replaced him. Besides conducting Singapore-related 
research, the Centre undertook projects for the Ministry of 
Finance. I worked with the Ministry to develop a national 
manpower plan to guide educational enrolments. In the 
1970s, the Centre initiated annual employment surveys of 
graduates from SU and Nanyang University (NU). The first 
survey revealed a large gap in employment performance 
between SU and NU graduates. This finding spurred 
the development of the Joint Campus to close the gap 

“ The Government’s 
perspective on 

education in 
general went 
beyond skills 

training. Education 
also had to 

inculcate values, 
nurture character 

and make 
better citizens. ”
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universities, polytechnics also carry out tracer studies.

Importance of Education

When Singapore became independent, one major challenge 
was to quicken economic growth and create jobs, especially 
suitable ones for new graduates. The Government’s perspective 
on education in general went beyond skills training. Education 
also had to inculcate values, nurture character and make 
better citizens.

Local and Global Perspectives

Until the 1990s when universities became more globally-
oriented, economic research in Singapore as elsewhere in 
the region, was largely on local topics. Today, economic 
research focuses more on specialised or theoretical issues. 
Such research advances the discipline and is more in line with 
the priorities of universities that aim to rise in global rankings. 
Country-based empirical work is not as highly valued or 
perceived to be career-enhancing. For a country like Singapore, 
both kinds of research are important. The challenge is to get 
the balance right not just in research but to evolve a diversified 
faculty that is responsive to local concerns as well as the 
learning needs of students.
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The University of Singapore that I joined as a lecturer in 1971 
followed the British education model. This lecture-tutorial system 
works well when there is an established culture of participation. It 
did not work so well with an exam-minded student population not 
accustomed to speaking up or speaking out. 

The setting-up of Singapore Management University (SMU) in 2000 
changed the university landscape in Singapore. SMU adopted the 
small-college American model with small classes and a grading 
system that did not depend solely on the final examination. 

SMU’s pedagogy has found favour with the other local universities. 
A course grade is now the result of work done during the entire 
term and not based on performance in a final exam. More learning 
now takes place outside the classroom in the form of special proj-
ects, internships and semester abroad. Final-year exam results no 
longer determine the quality of the degree a student receives on 
graduation. The Grade Point Average (GPA), which is based on all 
graded courses taken, is the statistic that matters more. Over the 
last two decades, the quality of students joining the universities in 
Singapore has been rising steadily. Changes in the school system 
have helped students to be more open and engaged. In conse-
quence, I find teaching to be a more fulfilling experience today 
than in the 1970s and 1980s when faculty-student interactions were 
more formal and limited.
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While posted overseas, I had the opportunity to learn 
more about the higher education in South Korea, Belgium 
and the United Kingdom. The UK model is one familiar 
to many Singaporeans. For business and social science 
students, it revolved around classroom learning with few 
opportunities for outside class experiences. Selective 
universities took in academically brighter students who 
tend to do better, at least initially, in the job market. 

For Singaporean students in British universities, being 
abroad was a big change and many found the experience 
exhilarating. They learn to do more things on their own 
and to adapt. Some took leadership positions in student 
associations. When they return to Singapore, you could 
tell quickly that they have studied abroad. 

In the past 10–15 years, more students in local univer-
sities have been able to travel widely, spend a semester 
studying abroad and work as interns in the region. 
Their exposure has given them confidence and the 
gap between them and foreign-trained graduates is 
less obvious. For both groups, affluence in Singapore 
together with global changes have widened their horizon. 
In many ways, they share many of the same values like 
openness and curiosity that animate young people in 
rich countries. 

“ More learning now 
takes place outside 

the classroom 
in the form of 

special projects, 
internships and 

semester abroad. ”
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When I was studying for a Master degree at the Institute of Labour 
and Industrial Relations in the University of Illinois, I had no plan 
to complete a PhD. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, one did not 
require a PhD to get a job as a lecturer. In 1969, the Institute started a 
PhD programme and I applied, partly because I could get a research 
assistantship and partly because I wanted to stay on to continue 
a romantic relationship. Had the American professor not been at 
SU in the mid-1960s and had the Asia Foundation not given me a 
scholarship, my life would have taken a different trajectory. I would 
likely have joined the civil service. Luckily too, my parents did not 
expect me to contribute income to support my younger siblings.

Teachers as Counsellors

In the old days, faculty and students do not interact much outside 
the classroom. Today, the culture is vastly different. Many will come 
by to talk about the courses we teach. Others will drop by to seek 
career advice. Yet others will share stories about their lives and 
relationships. Many students took their first SMU course with me in 
Year 1. For a few students their last class in Year 4 was also with me. 
For me, it is really wonderful to see their remarkable transformation 
from anxious students to articulate personalities. 

For a few years, I taught a variant of a capstone class that business 
school students had to take before graduation. The course covered 
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part of the course, students had to write a reflection essay on any 
topic discussed in class or on their experiences as SMU students. 
I put together in two volumes over a hundred of their essays. A 
few students preferred to remain anonymous as they wrote raw, 
heart-wrenching stories about their dysfunctional families, troubled 
relationships, torn identities and the unremitting pressure to get 
good grades in school. While most students cope well with the 
stress of life, it is also clear that the meritocratic system we value 
so highly takes a toll on young people.

The Future of Further Education

Having been associated with universities for close to half a century, 
I can look back and see how far we have changed and mostly for 
the better too. Whereas classroom learning was once central, today 
it is just one component of the total learning experience. Students 
learn in so many ways—from teamwork, projects, internships, 
volunteer and community work, travel and semester abroad and 
part-time jobs. If you ask students about their life now, they will 
say that a lot of it happens outside the classroom. Universities can 
contribute by creating an environment in which students can learn 
on their own as well as from people with different experiences. In the 
pre-Internet age, students learn mostly from books and professors. 
Although still important, the professor’s role in the higher education 
system has changed. It is less about the transfer of content but 
more about sharing and collaborating. As technologies evolve, new 
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university education will depend more on his own initiative. They 
can progress faster when universities put in place flexible systems 
for recognising course credit while acknowledging different ways of 
acquiring new skills and knowledge. The more students take charge 
of their learning and skill acquisition, the richer will be their lives, 
intellectually and emotionally. Employers and society in general will 
benefit greatly from their initiative and creativity.

Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic

On the personal front, one’s ways of responding to disruptive forces 
do not change quickly. Habits formed over decades persist. With 
fewer engagements and distractions, there is more time to read and 
what a pleasure it is to re-read books and reflect on their influence 
on one’s life.

On teaching, universities will move more courses online, a trend that 
began a while back and will quicken. Their challenge is to provide 
an education and experience that students value. There will have 
to be a stronger focus on improving learning outcomes. And it is 
far from clear how this objective can be achieved in an era when 
a university’s self-image is driven by global aspirations.

“ Although still 
important, the 
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in the higher 
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Post-pandemic Scenarios

The largely state-funded universities in Singapore will adapt. There 
will be cost pressures as well as demand for more job-relevant 
skills. But where or what new jobs to create and how to prepare 
students for these jobs will emerge as a major subject of policy 
debate. Providing avenues for lifelong learning (and relearning) 
could evolve to be a core mission of universities.

On HBL, educators, parents and students are coping in different 
ways. The internet is vital to our work and even our identity—social 
media can be immersive and addictive. It is easy to be diverted from 
the task at hand when one goes online. So each of us will have to find 
a balance of sorts as no general rule applies. Taking responsibility 
for one’s choices and actions becomes ever more important.



Denise Phua

Ms Denise Phua is passionate about supporting the welfare of 
individuals with special needs, from the young to the older. An 
active volunteer after discovering her son’s autism, she was 
later elected as the President of the Autism Resource Centre 
(Singapore). Ms Phua co-founded Pathlight School, and later 
went on to support Eden School, besides other inclusion 
projects for persons with special needs.

Changing 
perspectives in 
special needs
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3Raising Disability Awareness

I had little knowledge of the world of disability and special 
education prior to 1998 when my son was diagnosed with 
autism. My involvement in the disability movement started 
when I met two fellow volunteers. One was a mother 
of a boy on the spectrum, Mrs Kim Faulkner, a market 
communications specialist, who helped with publicity and 
branding. The other was Mrs Anita Russell, an Australian 
speech pathologist who was helping my son. 

Not many people knew about autism back then; much 
less were trained. I was then running my own leadership 
training business which adopted a scalable business 
model of scouting for and bringing in the best leadership 
gurus to train as many people as possible. It was a model 
I thought could be adopted to the autism community. 
Anita and I personally attended overseas training and 
conducted the “due diligence” to talent-hunt the best 
experts we could find.

In November 2000, we flew in some of the top trainers 
from the US, Europe and Australia to Singapore and 
trained 450 people. It was the largest autism event since. 
The rest is history. The event raised an unprecedented 
level of autism awareness in Singapore. It sparked the 
imagination of the sector and soon, we caught the atten-
tion of the key autism organisations and the Ministry of 
Education. The Government listened and poured a lot 
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disability sector as a whole. In the years that followed, 
more needs were uncovered as we grew along with the 
children with special needs. And much of my advocacy 
work now is to look at addressing the gaps and chal-
lenges in learning, working and living faced by adults 
on the spectrum and other conditions. 

Coming from the private sector, I was then not familiar 
with the culture and the “ways things are done” in the 
public and people sectors. I was blessed to be able to 
find and serve with a group of fellow volunteers and staff 
who shared the same values and aspirations. I learnt 
quickly not to be overly distracted or discouraged by 
challenges that come along the way; and be focused on 
the end in mind. My end in mind was and is still this—to 
help maximise the potential of every person with special 
needs or disabilities; ensuring that they have access to a 
good quality of life, be it in living, working or learning. A 
very big aspiration that can only be fulfilled step by step. 

Starting Singapore’s First Autism School

Using my experience in corporate work, my team and 
I started our first school project, Pathlight School, 16 
years ago in 2004. Pathlight was one of the key recom-
mendations we made after analysing Singapore’s autism 
landscape, existing provisions and the pivotal needs of a 

“ My end in mind 
was and is still 
this—to help 
maximise the 

potential of every 
person with 

special needs 
or disabilities; 

ensuring that they 
have access to 
a good quality 
of life, be it in 

living, working 
or learning. ”
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good education is the passport to a good 
quality of life. 

The gap analysis we did in a structured 
and strategic planning process, revealed 
at the time that although Singapore boasts 
excellence in many things (in housing, avi-
ation, transport, healthcare to name a few), 
education of persons with different learning 
needs is not one of them. In the autism 
space, we discovered a big education gap 
for those with autism who can cognitively 
access mainstream curricula but were 
neglected in the system. Pathlight School 
was born out of the need to close that gap. 

The successful formation of Pathlight 
School, in itself, was a miracle. Neither a 

typical mainstream school nor a typical 
special school, a school of Pathlight’s 
positioning was unheard of. Roadshows 
were organised to raise funds and 
invitations were made to students who 
needed this education offering. Due to 
insufficient funds, I warned my husband 
that we may have to sell our home. Those 
were challenging times. Some heard 
and caught the vision and supported us 
graciously. Besides a handful of parents 
and educators who intuitively knew the 
need for such a venture, some leaders 
within the public and political service 
heard us too. Ms Ho Peng, former DGE at 
MOE, and the then Minister of Education, 
Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, and 
Madam Ho Ching were some of our 
early supporters.
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5Overcoming Challenges and Barriers

There was a stigma attached to special schools, during 
the early days and to an extent, still exists today. Good 
academic scores and one’s alma mater, remain for 
some, the proxy for one’s badge of achievement—a 
mindset I feel is unhealthy and ought to be transformed. 
Although the need for a school like Pathlight was verified 
in 2004, families were reluctant to enrol their children 
in a non-mainstream school. Pathlight started with only 
41 students. The tide was to change in a short span of 
years. Word of mouth about the quality of the blended 
curriculum and the educators soon attracted a higher 
enrolment. When Pathlight’s first Primary School Leaving 
Examination (PSLE) results were released and the news 
of the good results travelled widely, the school started 
to receive an avalanche of applications. As of January 
2020, the school is serving more than 1,600 students, 
a student size larger than some mainstream schools.

Pathlight continues to morph as the school continues 
to grow, listen to and adapt to meet the needs of the 
students. For instance, we started a new vocational track 
within Pathlight for about 10% of the students found to be 
unsuitable for mainstream secondary school education. 
For instance, quite early on in Pathlight’s history, IT is 
singled out as a key offering to tap on the IT interest and 
strengths of many of its students. 
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One of Pathlight’s signature offerings is its IT & Design Academy, 
which offers relevant and meaningful IT & Design courses to all 
students in the school. We learnt that people with autism tend to 
interact better with things (often more predictable and structured) 
than with people. Many students are naturally inclined to be good 
with computers. Back then, IT training in mainstream primary schools 
was implemented flexibly at individual school levels. My team and 
I wanted to hone our students to be competent in IT, perhaps 
even good enough for work. After studying different IT training 
models and roadmaps, we eventually stitched together our own 
IT training roadmap. Together with our parent charity body, the 
Autism Resource Centre (Singapore) (ARC), we embarked on the 
vision of an electronic-campus (e-campus) to train as many of our 
students and adults as possible served by ARC. This investment 
paid off—both our students and our educators are a lot more 
prepared when home-based learning became a necessity during 
the COVID-19 outbreak. 

“ We wanted 
our students to 
be exposed to 
persons unlike 

them as this is what 
they would face, 
once out of our 

school gate. ”
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Another signature feature of Pathlight is 
its satellite school model. We wanted our 
students to be exposed to persons unlike 
them as this is what they would face, once 
out of our school gate. Our research told 
us that there is a continuum of inclusive 
education models that one could tap on, 
depending on the profile of the students. 
We saw in Australia, for instance, Catholic 
special schools which operate “satellite 
classes” in friendly neighbouring main-
stream schools.

For Pathlight, the opportunity came when 
we ran out of classroom space to hold 
the increasing number of students in our 
school. As school supervisor, I sought the 
support of Mrs Saras Menon, the then-
principal of Pathlight’s next-door neighbor, 
Chong Boon Secondary School. Between 
us, we agreed for Pathlight to rent some 
unused classrooms in Chong Boon; and 
went further to agree to joint programmes 
so that the students would be integrated 
not only physically, but also socially and 
academically where appropriate. Mrs 
Menon shared the same vision of having 

her mainstream students interact with others 
of different abilities. Both of us sealed the 
deal and celebrated the first satellite school 
for Pathlight. 

As the model became more successful, 
news of this collaboration reached the ears 
of MOE officials, who thankfully welcomed 
the development. The satellite school model 
is now officially endorsed by MOE who 
even helps identify suitable new satellite 
partners for Pathlight, even footing the 
expenses for installing satellite classes. 
Today, the school has three satellite 
mainstream partner schools.

This satellite school partnership model offers 
integration at four levels: Physical, Social 
and Academic integration for students and 
Professional integration for teachers. 

Under this model, Pathlight Secondary 
School students transit with their teachers 
to Satellite Mainstream Schools daily for 
lessons in designated Pathlight classrooms 
(physical integration). They also interact 
socially with mainstream students during 
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9recess and at selected school events (social integration). Selected 

students who are deemed ready will join mainstream classes for 
certain lessons (academic integration). 

This model provides for purposeful and appropriate integration 
and allows Pathlight students to apply social skills learnt in the 
classroom to the real world. In addition, it also contributes to building 
awareness among mainstream communities of people with autism 
and helps build a more inclusive society. 

Teachers also benefit from sharing different pedagogies and best 
practices, leading to deepened partnerships (professional integration). 

In later years, MOE adopted various forms of this satellite model 
to enhance the integration efforts of all special schools and their 
neighbouring mainstream schools. 
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It has been estimated that 10% of people with autism have some 
form of special talents, be it in art, music, IT or other areas. 

As a result, Pathlight started an Artist Development Programme 
(ADP) in 2011 to uncover the artistic talents of students and nurture 
them under the mentorship of professional artists. 

All Pathlight students have art as one of their leisure skills lessons and 
teachers actively look out for students with artistic flair. Those with 
potential are placed in ADP and given opportunities to exhibit their 
works in public and have their artwork translated into merchandise. 
They can earn royalty payment from sale of merchandise, allowing 
them to learn about the value of work and to have a potential 
source of income. ADP received the Ministry of Education–Special 
Education (SPED) Innovation Award in 2012. 

Learning to Work

My husband and I founded the Professor Brawn Café in 2009 to 
provide jobs for some of the Pathlight students in the vocational 
track who had left school but could not access higher education. 
Retired from the corporate world, he wanted to help do something 
useful and raise awareness for the cause. In mid-2018, in order 
to scale the model further and create more jobs, we donated the 
Professor Brawn brand and know-how to ARC, which we believe, 
will take the social enterprise to greater heights and help even more 
persons with disabilities. 
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1Three Professor Brawn Outlets were opened, in Raffles Institution, 

Pathlight School and the Enabling Village. Every outlet is an inclusive 
worksite. It is my dream that every school in Singapore and every 
institution of higher learning, including NIE, will at least have an 
inclusive kiosk or a café like this.

ARC started the Employability and Employment Centre (E2C) to 
provide assessment, training, placement and job support services to 
persons on the autism spectrum. Some who could not be employed 
outside, may choose to work in ARC’s two social enterprises, namely 
The Art Faculty gallery and Professor Brawn Café.

Hopes for the Special Education Fraternity 

I have learnt many lessons serving in the autism and the rest of 
the disability sector. 

One is that there is no short cut. Every vision requires plodding 
work but anything that is worth doing is worth doing well. Everyone, 
regardless of abilities and support needs, is worthy and can have 
access to a better quality of life. We cannot do it alone. We need 
more hands on deck.

This is an era of great opportunities and challenges. New jobs 
emerge, old jobs disappear. Even as we pride ourselves in teaching 
21st century skills such as coding to our students, we are reminded 
that with Artificial Intelligence, even a skill like computer coding 
can be automated. 

“ Every vision 
requires plodding 
work but anything 

that is worth 
doing is worth 

doing well. ”
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The issues we need to address in education apply to learners with 
special needs too: 

•	How do we ensure that what we teach in schools are 
updated and relevant so that our students with special 
needs will be more ready for the future? 

•	How do we ensure that learning is lifelong and does not 
cease once our special ones exit the formal school years? 

•	What about adults who will never be able to work in the 
marketplace due to their higher support needs; is learning 
forever out of reach for them?

COVID-19 has impacted teaching and learning in ways beyond 
one’s imagination. Home-based learning, e-learning design and 
delivery have been accelerated at a pace unthought of. Changes to 
the education landscape are still unfolding, fast and furious. These 
are both exciting and challenging times. The task of educating our 
special ones has become urgent as more of them are at risk of 
being left behind. There is much to do and the only way to predict 
our future is to help create it. 

As for me, I simply want to help by becoming part of the solution.

“ We can flee from 
these difficult 
questions and 

ignore them. We 
can fight, and 

merely complain 
about the issues 

and not make 
any changes. 

Or we can face 
these challenges 
squarely, map out 
strategies and act 
together so that as 
few as possible are 

left behind. ”
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Professor S Gopinathan has had a sterling career in education after 
obtaining his doctorate in comparative higher education and education 
policy in the United States. Among other roles at NIE, he has been 
involved in leadership preparation, early childhood and special needs 
education. He was the founding editor of the Singapore Journal of 
Education, SingTeach, and an International Advisory Board member of 
the Asia Pacific Journal of Education, and co-editor of Critical Studies 
in Asian Education, a series by Routledge. As Academic Advisor at the 
HEAD Foundation, an ASEAN-centric education think tank, he has also 
consulted widely overseas—in Abu Dhabi, Bahrain and Indonesia—as 
well as with the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank.

Lending Ideas to 
International 
Education



Lending Ideas to International Education

144 14
5Dabbling in Teaching and Book Publishing

I went to university on a teaching scholarship from MOE. When I 
graduated, I taught English at A-Level at Swiss Cottage Secondary 
School for about two years. As my first degree was in English 
Literature, I thought I should try my hand at something else after 
that teaching stint.

At that time, our syllabuses in the 1970s were changing from the 
colonial curriculum and the Singapore Government was moving 
into a more national-oriented curriculum, resulting in a need for 
new textbooks. I successfully applied for a position as a book 
editor with Oxford University Press (OUP) in Singapore. Eventually, 
I got involved with the Singapore Book Development Council and 
became its Chairman and launched the Singapore Book Fair. 
There were few bookshops then and I believe the annual book 
fairs contributed significantly to literacy and the emergence of a 
reading culture in Singapore.
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5Being an Educator in the Early Days

While working as an editor, I simultaneously did a Master of Education 
at the School of Education located at the University of Singapore’s 
Bukit Timah campus. Then in 1974, the Institute of Education (IE) 
was established, with Dr Ruth Wong as its first director. The estab-
lishment of NIE and the appointment of Dr Ruth Wong signaled 
the recognition of teaching as a profession and hence a need to 
upgrade teacher preparation.

As I was probably one of the few teachers with a Masters degree 
at that time, I applied to IE. Dr Wong interviewed me and offered 
me a position. My love for editing, publishing and all book-related 
matters did not decline just because I was entering an academic 
field. In fact, the skills set I mastered at OUP, in some measure 
carried over into what I did at NIE.

So in some ways, my language preparation at university and OUP 
came together with the academic study of education. Fortunately 
for me, I was there at a time when education and Singapore society 
were becoming intertwined, given that it was 1974, a decade after 
independence.

From then till 2000, I count myself as especially fortunate to have 
had a front-row seat to observe the evolution of Singapore society 
and education, giving me an immense opportunity to research 
and to write about it. I’d like to think that I contributed both as an 
academic and in various outreach roles on behalf of NIE, notably in 
Abu Dhabi, Bahrain and in Indonesia, to the greater understanding 
and branding of Singapore education.

“ My love for 
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7The Spoken English Language in Singapore

There’s no argument that we should be able to try and 
speak the best English we can, that we should teach the 
best we can, and we should prepare teachers to be good 
exemplars and models of it. That said, the language(s) 
we use should be intelligible. It is not necessary in my 
view to get too hyped up about correct English and 
diction. Whether you like it or not, the younger generation 
will speak the way they want and even for us, when 
we are with our friends, we tend to drop into a sort of 
semi-colloquial English.

Everybody understands we can code switch. If an 
18-year-old is going for an oral exam in English, he’s not 
going to code switch; he knows formal English is required.

So I like to take a more broad-minded view, though 
language purists will always complain about declining 
standards. There are probably more people learning the 
English Language in China than there are Englishmen 
speaking the language itself! You really don’t have to 
speak like an Englishman to be able to speak and use 
the language effectively.
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The postwar administration in Singapore was 
ready to acknowledge linguistic diversity. The 
1956 All Party Report on Chinese Education 
led to a Singapore model of bilingualism, an 
English-knowing bilingualism.

My two languages were English and Tamil. I 
would not say my experience with Tamil was 
traumatic because my parents were migrants 
from India and fluent in Tamil. The difficulty was 
that they did not speak English. I am proud that 
in spite of not having home support, I did well 
enough in secondary school to read English 
at Honours level.

I had to go to another school for Tamil because 
there was not a critical mass of students learn-
ing the language in Bartley. While I passed 
my Tamil Language examinations, today my 
proficiency level in Tamil is very low. But if I 
go to Serangoon Road and I want to order 
food, I can use Tamil to communicate, but 
that’s about it!

So I am a successful product of the bilingual 
policy in terms of what the school required me 
to do. But as a bilingual adult citizen? Quite 
the opposite, because I don’t communicate in 
Tamil on a day-to-day basis. But in some ways, 
the bilingual policy had a huge influence on 
me academically. I became aware of issues 
of multilingualism in Singapore society in 
relation to education and how resolution of 
these issues was vital to social cohesion and 
development in Singapore. My Masters’ thesis 
was entitled: “Towards a National System of 
Education in Singapore”.

After independence, the government decided 
it was not viable to have separate Chinese, 
Malay, Tamil and English schools if Singapore 
was to be a cohesive society. It tried to build 
a national system of education. I chose 
the building of a unified national system of 
education as my thesis topic. The thesis, 
Towards a National System of Education in 
Singapore 1945–1973 was published by OUP 
in their Oxford in Asia Current Affairs series in 
1974. As one of the early writers on bilingualism 
in Singapore, that was the core focus of my 
academic research in the early years.
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9Singapore Education System and  

the Younger Generation

For me, it’s not about what should be changed. Instead, I would 
like us to periodically revisit the purposes of education.

One of the things that I am rather critical about is what one might 
call the instrumentalisation of education in Singapore. Education in 
the Singapore context is no longer primarily for self-development in 
that one is encouraged to develop whatever talent or passion one 
has. For some time now, and especially in the COVID-19 context, 
education is increasingly being driven with employability in mind. 
But it is also important to bear in mind the need for resilience, 
flexibility, etc., in order to thrive in unstable conditions.

Universities are basically changing their programmes. If you 
are majoring in philosophy, you tend to meet people asking you 
why, because getting a job in that field is not easy. Often, many 
students are encouraged by parents to choose accountancy, law 
or engineering instead.

Is education only a practical means to an end? Nobody should 
ignore employment or employability, but there is the danger of this 
whole preoccupation with having skills for the future that seems 
to be enveloping us. Yes, skills can be learnt but skills can also 
become obsolete, and more rapidly than in previous times.

So why focus so much on skills? What is the underlying value 
proposition in education? It must be for developing the whole 
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person. Who are you as a person? What are your values? What 
is the level of empathy you have with others, especially the less 
fortunate? You can have a doctorate, but you can also be selfish 
or a bully. You can be a first-class accountant, but you can also 
be a swindler. Intangible values and social interaction, the ability to 
show empathy, and to accept and respect differences—these are 
fundamental values or ‘soft skills’ that one should have in addition 
to hard skills.

Joining the HEAD Foundation

Soon after my retirement from NIE, I joined the HEAD Foundation. I 
was invited to be on a panel for a conference whose focus was on 
investing in education. The Managing Director of the Foundation 
was in the audience and during tea break, he came up to me and 
said: “You and I must talk.” He gave me a little spiel about the 
HEAD Foundation, and invited me to be an advisor. I ended up 
developing a programme for them, including publications, research 
and capacity building. With the NIE experience, the networks, the 
sort of tacit knowledge of education nationally and globally that 
I had gained over the years, I was able to help establish it as a 
regional education think tank.

The Foundation has a series called Critical Studies in Asian 
Education with close to 25 titles to date. One of the books looks 
at what we know of the Indonesian education system. There are 
so few books published about such a topic like “Education in 
Indonesia” and even then, they are in Bahasa Indonesia. The 
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1same goes for Thailand, Vietnam, Myanmar 

and Laos. As Singapore sits in the middle 
of Southeast Asia and education has the 
potential for soft power, I believe then as 
now, that the Foundation has an important 
role in building capacity. While the publishing 
work represents an important contribution 
to knowledge sharing, our capacity-
building projects have covered such areas 
as enhancing initial teacher preparation 
programmes, Science, Technology, 
Engineering & Math (STEM) education, 
school leaders’ development and capacity-
building for Science and Math teachers. In 
these efforts we have partnered the World 
Bank and the Asian Development Bank.

Through the HEAD Foundation, we are 
contributing to the promotion of education 
in the region. Singapore has built a high 
performing, world class system at all levels. 
All ASEAN countries could benefit from the 
Singapore system, by adopting and adapting 
its best practices to suit their context. At the 
Foundation, we conduct research specifically 
relevant to the region. For example, there 
are numerous books on how to be a good 
teacher. But what does it mean to be a good 
teacher in Jakarta, in Singapore, Indonesia, 
Malaysia or Papua New Guinea? Context and 
culture matter.

In Singapore, teachers are entitled to annual 
wage supplements, and retention bonuses, 
for example. We have some of the best-paid 
teachers in the world. Governments in other 
countries may not have the luxury of spending 
that amount of money on their teachers. 
As such, if we intend to improve teacher 
professionalism in Indonesia or Myanmar, 
what needs to be done? Is increased salaries 
the answer? Or professional autonomy? Or 
timely and effective PD programmes?

So the Foundation looks at capacity-building. 
Many teachers from other countries want to 
know how they can improve the way Math 
and Science are taught. The Foundation has 
responded by organising relevant courses 
with some faculty members from NIE for these 
groups of teachers within the region.

The Foundation also provides an advisory role 
in helping countries develop and implement 
effective education policies. While we draw 
on Singapore’s experience, we realise that a 
comparative perspective is also important. For 
example, a one-week seminar on education 
policy development and implementation was 
organised with the Asian Development Bank 
in 2017.



Gopinathan

150 15
1Commitment as an Educator

Of course, one would need to have passion and a certain fortitude 
to be an educator because a teacher in school does not have the 
drama of being a doctor in an emergency department. You are 
either exhilarated or you are exhausted by the routines in teaching! 
You are constantly struggling with the constraints of time, staying 
up almost every night working on new lesson plans for the class. 
On top of that, the teacher also has to be adaptable as pupils in 
one class are likely to be different from those in another.

Being with children, you must like to share and you must like 
communicating. How could you be an effective teacher if you 
don’t have the ability to communicate and the ability to engage 
young people?

Personality plays a huge role too. Some people are outgoing whereas 
some are, by nature, reticent. However, both types of personalities 
can be great teachers. Despite having spent a huge span of my 
life in education, I have never thought of it as a burden, but instead 
found great enjoyment and satisfaction. Those with an interest in 
education should give teaching a try!

“ The Foundation 
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