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The  Pa r adox  o f  Pedagog i es

Looking at research conducted since 
2004 that monitors both the systems 

level as well as the classroom level, we are 
beginning to see two dominant streams 
of pedagogical change: One is what is 
known as “performative” pedagogy and 
the other is what is now increasingly 
known as “inquiry-based” pedagogy. 

Performative pedagogy denotes the 
kinds of practices and pedagogies that 
are used primarily to prepare students 
for examinations. Such practices and 
pedagogies usually involve teacher-
directed instruction aimed at maximum 
transmission of knowledge necessary for 
doing well in examinations. However, at the 
same time, we are beginning to see forms 
of inquiry-based pedagogy in the system, 
where the focus is on discipline-specific 
learning and conceptual understanding 
as a result of students’ own inquiry. 

Nevertheless, it is difficult to strike a 
balance between these two types of 
pedagogy. Parents have the tendency 
to value good examination results for 
their children because Singaporean 
employers place high value on such 
quantitative outcomes. Therefore, it 
seems only pragmatic for teachers to 
prioritise performative pedagogy.

At the same time, the professional 
values of the vocation push teachers 
to go beyond performative thinking—
to encourage students to learn, be 
passionate about their learning and think 
beyond the boundaries of their schools. 
These are the kinds of tensions that occur 
within the system. So, how then do we 
address them?

A substantial amount of work has been 
done on building research-policy practice 
partnerships between the National Institute 
of Education (NIE), Ministry of Education 
(MOE) and schools. The focus is not just 
on monitoring the system for general shifts 
in practices, but also on what is going on 
in the classrooms. In particular, the Office 
of Education Research (OER) at NIE is 
looking at and trying to understand the 
science of emergent improvements that 
are observed to be happening from the 
ground up.. The researchers hope to see 
how they can leverage on pre-existing 
MOE-built infrastructures, so that teachers 
and schools can have the kind of agency 
necessary to evolve their pedagogies.

By Dennis Kwek
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