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The COVID-19 pandemic has altered the way we live, work and learn overnight. With 
school closure during the circuit breaker, teachers in Singapore had to quickly adapt 
to these disruptions and adopt new modes of teaching and learning. Education is 
now taking place in the midst of an increasingly complex and interconnected global 
landscape. COVID-19 underscores even more clearly that teachers need to prepare 
students for jobs and challenges that may not yet exist. Most importantly, teacher 
education and professional learning must evolve to equip all our teachers to prepare 
their students for an unpredictable and challenging future, but one that is filled with 
great opportunities. Our schools will need teachers with an inquiring and creative mind, 
a heart for the learner and a passion for lifelong learning. The NIE Strategic Vision 2022 
sets out to prepare future-ready teachers for future-ready learners though providing 
them with education ‘4’ life i.e., Life-long, Life-deep, Life-wide and Life-wise. 

NIE’s Professional Practice and Inquiry (PPI) course and the digital portfolio seek to 
reflect this “Education 4 Life” learning philosophy. The digital portfolio was designed 
to enable student teachers to become future-ready teachers. As reflected in the title 
of this publication, the process of ‘becoming’ entails inquiry, reflection and identity 
construction. Teachers need to acquire skills to inquire into their practice, and adapt 
their teaching based on evidence from their own inquiry into practice. The digital 
portfolio allows our student teachers to reflect on their experiences so as to draw 
insights from the classroom and to connect theory with practice. Contemplating on 
their role and beliefs as educators, they gradually forge a sense of identity and purpose 
in the teaching profession so as to make an impact on every learner in their classrooms.

In this publication, we have invited our graduates to share with us their experiences 
of becoming a teacher—how they engaged in inquiry and reflection, developed their 
teaching philosophy and identity, honed their pedagogical skills and kept students at 
the centre of their teaching practice. Teaching is a calling and a vocation involving a 
lifelong voyage of learning, exploration, growth and discovering what the embodiment 
of teacher personhood means. We hope that our student teachers have, in the course 
of their initial teacher preparation programmes, been provided with a guiding compass 
and the navigational tools needed for their professional journey as educators. I would 
like to thank the authors and editors for their contributions to this book, and I hope that 
fellow educators can resonate with and draw inspiration from these heartfelt stories.

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

FOREWORDFOREWORD
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PREFACEPREFACE

Never did the world imagine that 2020 
would unleash a pandemic outbreak 
that has had such great ramifications on 
education, society, economy and politics 
globally. The impacts of the pandemic 
are so profoundly and painfully felt, that 
it is apt to suggest that a new era known 
as the post-pandemic era has emerged, 
forcing us to relook how we live, learn 
and work. The pandemic, coupled with 
the breakneck pace of technological 
change in the Fourth Industrial era, 
has highlighted that education must 
provide an interdisciplinary lens for us 
to help ideate solutions to increasingly 
complicated and complex global 
problems that affect each and every one 
of us, as we live in an ultra-connected 
and interconnected world. It is clear that 
formal education alone cannot prepare 
us to confront and thrive amidst these 
challenges. Clearly, education needs to 
move from examination performance to 
real-world connected learning driven by 
purpose, passion and interest. Educators 
and learners need to focus on the “why” 
behind learning goals, and fundamentally 
understand why we should learn what we 
need to live and work in the present and 
the unforeseeable future (Kwek, Hung, 
Koh & Tan, 2017). In tandem, teacher 
education in the 21st century and beyond 
must nurture teachers with a reflective 
and inquiring mind, embodying values 
and skills essential for lifelong learning. 
To achieve this vision and mission, and 
to deliver future-ready programmes that 

are Life-long, Life-deep, Life-wide and 
Life-wise, the Professional Practice and 
Inquiry (PPI) initiative becomes all the 
more relevant. 

There are two components to our PPI 
initiative. First, the Professional Practice 
and Inquiry (PPI) course is a meta-course 
that seeks to develop teachers with a clear 
teaching identity, who are able to reflect 
upon their mission as educators, inquire 
and reflect upon their own practices, 
draw upon theories and research to 
design innovative pedagogies, translate 
these into practice, and improve the 
learning outcomes of their students. 
Second, complementing the PPI course 
is the NIE digital portfolio, which 
students begin to construct as part of the 
course. The digital portfolio is a platform 
which allows student teachers to build 
a conceptual map of their learning 
and teaching at NIE, charting their 
growth and development into a skillful 
teacher. It is used as a tool to facilitate 
the articulation of their teaching beliefs 
and philosophy, share their conception 
of what teaching and learning entails, 
and make visible their inquiry into their 
own practice. It serves as a cognitive 
framework that allows the student 
teachers to form connections between 
the various modules undertaken at NIE. 
This process of forming connections will 
serve to synthesise and aggregate their 
learning and strengthen the theory-
practice connection. In particular, the 
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digital portfolio was designed to initiate 
reflection on their attainment of NIE’s 
Graduand Teacher Competencies (Liu, 
Koh & Chua, 2017).  

The digital portfolio at NIE is defined as 
“an electronic collection of authentic and 
diverse evidence of a student teacher’s 
learning and achievements over time, 
on which he/she has reflected and 
designed for personal development, as 
well as for presentation to audiences for 
specific purposes”. It is referred to as 
the “Learning and Teaching Portfolio” 
to highlight the continuum in its purpose 
to chart the development of a student 
teacher at NIE, his/her induction as a 
beginning teacher, and his/her eventual 
professional development as a skillful (or 
trained) teacher (Liu, Koh & Chua, 2017).
It is a learning portfolio during  
initial teacher preparation, a showcase 
portfolio during teaching practicum, and a 
teaching portfolio when they are qualified 
teachers (see Fig. 1). It showcases the 
growth and development of student 
teachers—how far they have come, how 
much they have grown over time, and 
allows them to review past learning and 
plan future learning and development 
(Banks, 2004).

Three main themes run through the PPI 
initiative: Reflection, Inquiry and Identity. 
In order to engage in Life-long, Life-

wide, Life-wise and Life-deep learning, 
teachers are challenged to engage in a 
continual process of reflection. 

REFLECTION

Reflection on one’s own perceptions, 
beliefs, experiences and practices is 
recognised as an important activity 
for all teachers (Sellars, 2012). 
Reflection enables student teachers 
to alter their prior conceptions and to 
refine their thinking about pedagogy  
(Calandra, Gurvitch, & Lund, 2008; 
Schön, 1987). They can look back on 
events, make judgments, and alter 
teaching behaviours in light of new 
learning experiences and research, thus 
improving their professional practice 
and deepening self-knowledge (Sellars, 
2012; Valli, 1997). Unreflective teachers 
on the other hand, are merely skilled 
technicians who are limited in their 
ability to make good decisions or alter 
their actions (Valli, 1997). The Reflective 
Practice Model provides a systematic 
framework to guide student teachers 
through the process of reflecting in, on, 
and for action in the PPI course (Langer, 
Colton & Goff, 2003; York-Barr, Sommers, 
Ghere & Montie, 2006). The model can 
be used to consolidate student teachers’ 
learning and teaching experiences so as 
to gain a deeper understanding of how 
their practice can be enhanced.  

Learning 
portfolio

Pre-service
Training

Showcase 
portfolio

• Practicum
• Induction of BT

• Beginning Teacher
• Trained teacher

Teaching 
portfolio

Fig. 1: NIE’s Digital Portfolio Continuum
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INQUIRY

But beyond reflection, student teachers 
need to engage in a systematic process 
of reflection that is based on evidence. 
Using the Professional Inquiry Model (see 
Fig. 3), student teachers are facilitated to 
learn from, and for, teaching. They are 
taught to engage in an intentional, visible 
and continuous cycle of evidence-based 
inquiry, action, improvement, positive 
change and reform (Dana & Yendol-
Hoppey, 2008; Liu, Koh & Chua, 2017).  
If learning to teach is fundamentally 
inquiry-based in nature, then learning 
needs to involve a continuous process 
of systematic refinement (Dunne, 1993). 
 
In these processes of reflection and 
inquiry, the digital portfolio acts as a tool 
that allows student teachers to document 
inquiry processes and generate evidence 
that the student teachers are becoming 
thoughtful and reflective teaching 

Fig. 2:  The Reflective Practice Model.  Adapted from Langer, Colton, & Goff 
(2003) and York-Barr, Sommers, Ghere, & Montie (2006).

professionals (Shepherd & Hannafin, 
2011; Smits et al., 2005).

IDENTITY

A teacher’s identity is a personal 
construct that indicates how one sees 
oneself as a teacher and how one feels 
as a teacher (Coldron and Smith 1999; 
Gee, 2001; Mayer 1999).  In NIE, we 
believe that teacher identity is a dynamic 
construct and is understood to be in a 
continual flux and construction (Mayer 
1999; Walkington 2005).  An awareness 
of one’s teacher identity during initial 
teacher preparation provides an 
understanding of current practices and 
establishes the basis for areas of growth 
and future professional development 
(Krzywacki 2009; Walkington 2005).

From the start of the PPI course, student 
teachers are asked to reflect on topics 
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such as their teaching beliefs, their 
conception of teaching and learning, and 
their role as educators. During the PPI 
course, student teachers are taught how 
to craft their teaching philosophy using 
the digital portfolio, one that will guide 
the formation of their future perceptions 
and beliefs for the different facets of 
teaching. The use of the digital portfolio 
further supports student teachers’ growth 
and ability for self-reflection, providing a 
context for ongoing discussions about the 
construction and negotiation of teacher 
identity (Hallman 2007).

The PPI initiative provides an overarching 
framework to make connections between 
the learning experiences at NIE through 
the digital portfolio. Seamlessly woven into 
the teaching practicum, student teachers 
articulate their teaching philosophy, and 
inquire into their classroom practices 
during practicum experiences through 
the use of the digital portfolio. This 

Fig. 3: Model of Professional Inquiry. Adapted from Dana & Yendol-Hoppey (2008).

fosters a culture of inquiry amongst 
student teachers who are empowered 
to take ownership of their learning and 
development (Weshah, 2013). 

At NIE, we recognise the importance 
of fostering a culture of inquiry and 
empowering our student teachers to take 
charge of their own learning during their 
initial teacher preparation programme. 
This book offers us a glimpse into how 
our students embark on the process of 
reflection, inquiry and negotiating their 
teaching identity as they take their first 
steps to become full-fledged beginning 
teachers. We hope that the stories herein 
can serve to inspire fellow educators in 
their own lifelong professional learning 
journeys. 

Professor Low Ee Ling
Dean, Teacher Education
National Institute of Education 
Nanyang Technological University

1. Craft Inquiry 
Question

2. Collect
Data

6. Share 
Findings

3. Analyse Data 
and Literature

4. Share
Findings

5. Make 
Changes in 

Practice
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1
STEPPING IN, BACK AND FORWARDSTEPPING IN, BACK AND FORWARD  

Tan Han Xiong 
PGDE Secondary 2017

INTRODUCTION

Ever since I stepped foot into this 
profession, I have been asked numerous 
times: “Why do you teach?” And my 
answer to that question had always been 
different at various stages of my life. 
When that question was posed to me 
after my A-levels, I answered: “because  
I gain a lot of satisfaction from conveying 
knowledge and nurturing people”. After 
my university education at Cambridge, 
I’ve then always answered: “because 
I’ve come to realise that education is 
the root to many (societal) issues that 
we face today”. But we teachers know 
that it is often much more than that. It 
was on my graduation day at the 2019 
National Institute of Education (NIE) 
Postgraduate Diploma in Education 
(PGDE) graduation ceremony, that I then 
truly reflected (a good habit gained from 
the PGDE course) about what teaching 
really meant to me. 

Perhaps besides my macro-reason for 
education, the meanings of teaching 
are really paradoxically found during 
those moments when I felt both failure 
and accomplishment in the classrooms: 
when that student broke down in front 

of you but you are glad that he/she 
finally opened up to you, when you 
both smile and shake your head as you 
mark your students’ work, when you 
witness students enjoying that event that 
you’ve painstakingly planned, or most 
importantly, those moments when you 
realised that students themselves can be 
the bigger person than you are. Then I 
realised, ah, perhaps I’ll never stop being 
that student-teacher, that teacher that is 
always a student of teaching. 

A photo taken during my NIE graduation with my 
ever-supportive family.
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foundational for actual practice in an 
always heterogeneous classroom. No 
doubt about it, when I first started out, 
there were many plates to balance and 
to ponder about (and to think that we 
only have one brain and two hands!). 

Every educator holds their own beliefs 
as they teach, and bring some parts of 
themselves into the classroom. And it is 
important to always return back to your 
philosophy of education and to remain 
conscious of it as we go on to countless 
classrooms in our lifetimes. Therefore, I 
can’t think of a way better to start this 
chapter by talking firstly about my own 
teaching philosophy and journey. I 
separate my philosophy into three parts, 
following three quotes from Aristotle 
(who must be right because he is a 
Greek philosopher), Plutarch and Christa 
McAuliffe respectively. 

At the core of my belief for teaching is 
that every child is precious. As such, 
a teacher's responsibility is to be a 
sensitive shaper of every students' 
character, worldview, cognition, skills 
and knowledge. Every student is first 
and foremost a person in their own right, 
which means that they have their own 
backgrounds, own beliefs and attitude 
towards life, own dreams and aspirations. 

"Educating the mind  
without educating the heart  

is no education at all." 
– Aristotle

STEPPING IN

Through our lives we take countless 
steps, but which would be your most 
unforgettable one? It could be that step 
you took to finally receive your academic 
qualifications, or perhaps that step into 
the fateful interview room where you 
gave your dream future a first shot. To 
me, the most memorable ‘step’ thus far 
was perhaps that first step that I took 
into the ‘other side’ of the classroom. 

As I stepped in, I felt myself entering 
into a distinctive realm of space that 
put me into an extremely vulnerable yet 
powerful position. Suddenly, forty eyes 
were staring at you, gasps were heard, 
and immediate judgments flew towards 
me like an artillery barrage. As someone 
trained in theatre, it may have seemed 
like just another dramatic performance of 
sorts, but yet it is different. Very different, 
in fact. I knew that this was the start of a 
long-term relationship with forty people, 
that I at once adopted an in loco parentis 
role, became an igniter of their curiosity, 
and transformed into a bridge between 
them and their personal growth. With all 
that kept in mind, I consciously tried to 
look into all forty pairs of eyes (a rather 
impossible task even till now, if you 
ask) as they stood up to greet me, and 
returned a hopeful ‘good morning class’ 
to them. 

This very significant moment of ‘stepping 
into’ the classroom, signified the start 
of my own reflective journey as a 
professional practitioner of education. All 
those theories on pedagogy, psychology 
and behavioural management became 
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Empathy and holistic development is 
thus key to teaching. While we can give 
advice based on our own viewpoints, I 
want students to set goals for themselves 
and to solve issues based on developed 
self-awareness. To me, whilst being 
educated means achieving a certain level 
of efficacy in literacy and knowledge, 
it also means importantly the ability to 
rationalise, to empathise and to reflect. 
Values and character are not sidelined 
in the classroom but instead is at the 
core. As such, my wish would be that 
my students can eventually be the best 
versions of themselves, and my goal as a 
teacher is to help them in achieving that.

Following this core belief, to me, every 
child can learn and has an active voice 
of their own. In my classrooms, I avoid 
treating students as passive receivers 
of information, and the classroom 
should be filled with discussions to 
bring in their funds of knowledge (FoK) 
into the classroom. Their enhanced or 
new schemas of knowledge can then 
be brought on to improve their own 
personal lives. 

Indeed, I endeavour to let my students 
be able to relate things that they’ve 
learnt to their own experiences, as this 
is also what interests them the most. 
Therefore, my goals for my students as 

learners is that they must be active and 
self-directed learners that constantly 
seek to improve themselves. I also hope 
that my students will eventually develop 
a voice of their own, to not be afraid of 
expressing them, and to be courageous 
even in the face of (potential) failure. 
I believe that this is a mindset to be 
cultivated, and I do so through how my 
lessons are structured. 

As a teacher, I make my lessons as 
constructivist as possible, to let students 
have ownership over their learning. 
To do that, I adopt pedagogies such 
as discussion-based lessons (DBL) or 
Socratic questioning to make students' 
thinking visible. As a teacher, I also want 
to stick to my belief that every learner 
is an individual with heterogeneous 
learning needs. Therefore, I hope to 
also adopt differentiated instructions 
(DI) when I teach, that is informed by 
data collected from my class. I also 
develop productive talk in my classroom, 
to develop students’ ability to talk 
and express their views confidently. 
I believe learning occurs best when 
there is ownership, collaboration, and 
productive conversations that are 
generated through mature and critical 
thinking processes.

Following self-determination theory 
(SDT), I also emphasise on according 
autonomy, competence and relatedness 
to instructional tasks for the development 
of intrinsic motivation. Indeed, I believe 
that intrinsic motivation is the most 
imperative factor for students to be 
engaged in their learning. This means 
going away from grade-centrism, and a 
move towards a genuine curiosity about 

"The mind is not a vessel  
to be filled, but a fire to  

be kindled." 
– Plutarch
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the world around us. I believe that such 
curiosity is important for us to uphold not 
just as learners, but also as educators, 
especially as we model the attitude 
towards learning. Therefore, I always 
encourage students to ask questions 
that may or may not be relevant to the 
syllabus, to help them see the relevance 
in their learning to their own lives, and 
to always remind them to become better 
persons in terms of their character. 

At a macro level, I teach as I believe that 
the roots (and thus solutions) of many 
socio-political predicaments originate 
from education. When leaders and the 
national population are equipped with 
mature abilities to think and empathise 
in sensible directions, not only can the 
nation-state improve as a whole, but 
future generations can be undergirded 
by values that can make the country a 
better place for all to live in. Therefore, 
to me, teaching is a noble calling, as we 
do our small part to value each and every 
individual for a better future to come.

A STEP AT A TIME

Equipped with a vivid belief and teaching 
philosophy, I stepped into practicum. 
As a geographer and having personal 
experiences in theatrical directing,  
I viewed the classroom as an exciting 
space for creation and innovation. 
What a time to actualise all these things 
and theories that I’ve learnt! Through 
my lessons, I learnt the importance 
of group routines, the 'letting go' of 
teacher's control for more effective and 
authentic constructivist processes in the 
classroom, and the many micro-things 
to take note of during execution. I had 
learnt firsthand about the importance of 
clarity of instructions, the importance of 
group routines, and the importance of 
using visual aids to let all students in the 
classroom achieve the same degree of 
understanding of classroom processes.  
I am thankful for these reflective 
platforms and my Cooperating Teachers 
(CTs—Mdm Tan Pek Cheng, Mr Edwin 
Fu), NIE Supervisor (NIES—Mrs Patricia 
Wee) and School Coordinating Mentor 
(SCM—Mr Abdul Rahim) for having 
patiently guided me through all these 
processes, and helping me grow as  
a result. 

"I believe that intrinsic motivation is the most imperative 
factor for students to be engaged in their learning.  
This means going away from grade-centrism, and a 
move towards a genuine curiosity about the world 
around us."

“I touch the future. I teach.”
– Christa McAuliffe
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These instructional strategies and 
SDT could be linked up theoretically, 
but the real effect of whether such 
intrinsic motivation is actually being 
developed can only be observed in 
real practice. As such, I've used the 
Reflective Practice Model on my actual 
lesson experiences to think deeply 
about what actually happened in the 
classroom, as well as what I can do 
moving forward. I reflected that for the 
various instructional strategies, there are 
many micro-practices that we need to do 
in the classroom to attain the intended 
outcomes/effect. 

In that process, there were many points 
when things did not go as smoothly 
as expected, such as certain activities 
dragging on for too long, or when 
students themselves have differentiated 
readiness levels and interests within the 
class. These were pointed out sharply  
by my two dedicated CTs (Mr Fu and 
Mdm Tan). From there, they guided me 

on my reflections on how to improve, 
which is broadly about focusing on 
better assessment procedures (AFL) 
in the classroom, holding high and 
constant expectations throughout the 
class, to be more sensitive to learners' 
profile and the teacher as a model, and 
to critically evaluate the value of the 
various activities done in the classroom. 

For instance, I used Menti Wordcloud 
for setting the rules and regulations of 
my classes in the first lesson. I asked 
the class about their image of an ideal 
classroom, in an attempt to gain a 
consensus for a positive classroom 
culture (PCC). This was under the 
theoretical consideration of their level of 
moral/cognitive development, whereby 
they no longer view rules as absolute 
but something that is negotiable. With 
ownership in learning as a key guideline 
for myself, I then conducted a class using 
expert/homegroups for one of my lesson 
observations with my CT.

Instructional Strategies Tenets of SDT

Expert/Home-group (Jigsaw) Autonomy & Competence

Gallery Walk & Peer-Teaching Autonomy & Competence

Hilda-Taba Concept Development Model Autonomy & Competence

PBL to Local Contexts Relatedness & Autonomy

Usage of ICT—AR/Padlet/Mentimeter Relatedness, Autonomy & Competence

Group Drawing & Presentations Autonomy & Competence

Horseshoe Discussions Relatedness, Autonomy & Competence

Sequenced & Socratic Questioning Autonomy & Competence

Roleplay and Discussion Relatedness, Autonomy & Competence

To spare you the overwhelming details of my lesson plans, I shall outline the main 
instructional/pedagogical strategies that I have adopted in my lessons, aligning them 
to the main tenets of SDT (autonomy, competence and relatedness):
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Below are my thoughts about the lesson, 
following the Reflective Practice Model:

Many lessons that I did also aimed to 
pique and sustain students’ curiosity 
through emphasising on the relatedness 
of the subject matter. For instance, while 
teaching on the hazards of volcanoes,  
I started off the lesson by asking students: 
“What if Singapore had an active 
volcano? Would you continue staying in 
Singapore?” To enhance the realism and 
fun, I used Microsoft Paint (basic, I know) 
to draw a volcano onto our beautiful 
Marina Bay Sands landscape, and asked 
students to give me their individualised 
response on Mentimeter.

Tenets 
of the 
Reflective 
Practice 
Model

Lesson-based  
Reflections

What  
happened?

- The process of expert/
homegroups was taking too 
long

- Some students were not 
confident enough  

- Some expert groups’ 
teachings were erroneous 

Why did  
these  
happen?

- Students were not used to 
such groupwork 

- Teacher did not ensure the 
accuracy of the information 
generated by expert groups

So What? - Teacher needs to ensure 
clarity of instructions in 
terms of group roles and 
procedures

- Teacher needs to have more 
active assessment procedures 
in place for expert groups

Now What? - The teacher should emphasise 
the importance of group 
routines throughout lessons 
and recognise that it takes 
time for the class to be more 
attuned to it

- The teacher could get expert 
groups to all check with the 
teacher first before moving 
on to teach the homegroups A hypothetical volcano painted onto our familiar 

MBS landscape.

Students undergoing ‘jigsaw’ and gallery walk: Expert group members were teaching their fellow classmates on 
specific tectonic landforms, while listeners put their comments and questions via Post-it notes onto the drawings.
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After the Mentimeter Wordcloud was 
generated, we then went on to have a 
classroom conversation on the reasons 
why people would choose to stay (or 
not). Through effective questioning, we 
gained an understanding of students’ 
prior knowledge and ideas about the 
subject matter. I then added to their 
existing schema through videos and 
bringing them to different contextual 
places (a geographical concept of 
place).  Students learnt the varied 
reasons for staying near a volcano, and 
the risks and benefits of doing so. At  
the end of the lesson, I brought back 
this same question to them, and we 
realised an added dimension of ‘affect’ 
that made people stay near a volcano, 
which is that sense of ‘home’ and ‘place’ 
that made people not want to leave a 
place despite its risks. 

To think that all these came 
constructively from the students, and 

all I did was to facilitate and deepen 
their thoughts through questioning, is 
to me, a really amazing feat! I would 
like to thank Mdm Tan for guiding me 
in keeping my learning objectives 
intact and achievable while I tried out 
these sort of approaches. This affirmed 
my belief that students should not be 
treated as an empty vessel for top-down 
knowledge transmission, but flames 
to be kindled. These approaches were 
done successfully because students 
could see the links personally, and relate 
the knowledge gained in considerations 
of their day-to-day life. Such personal 
geographies are thus very crucial in  
our lessons. 

Another memorable lesson that I’ve 
conducted is a mock parliament for 
social studies (SS). It was an ambitious 
undertaking, and it was only with the 
pointers by Mr Fu (my CT) on time 
management, and making instructions 

Slides as visual aids for clear instructions in terms of roles allocation and procedures of lessons.
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and group routines clear that the 
lesson was successfully delivered. The 
intent of this lesson was to generate a 
realistic environment for students to 
immerse into the various roles of the 
government and stakeholders. This was 
an attempt to achieve deep learning 
and to help build mature thinkers with 
the ability to empathise and consider  
various opinions. 

My SCM, Mr Rahim, then reminded 
me about the importance of having 
a positive classroom culture, in order 
to deliver that effective lesson where 
all students are keen on participating. 
Many a time, motivation is built through 
everyday interactions and the implicit 
messages that we are sending to our 
students through our small actions in 
class. I got reminded of all those times 
when I encouraged students to speak up 
louder and to use proper speech (thank 
you, Mrs Wee, for emphasising this 
during our conferences) when I put on 

positive messages/feedback as I marked 
their work, when students personally 
related to issues and sparked off a 
debate in the classroom, and also when I 
reminded students of the implications of 
making fun of their classmates. All these 
served to create a positive classroom 
culture, which is important for students 
to continue to be curious and to dare 
to speak up in class. Indeed, I learnt 
that it is not just the rapport between 
the teacher and the students that is 
important, but also the relationships 
among the classmates in the class itself. 
Building such an environment takes 
time, and it is a process that requires 
consistent effort and moulding. 

STEPPING FORWARD

I then linked my various learnings in 
practicum to the components of the 
Graduand Teacher Competencies (GTCs). 
With the rapport and group routines in 
place, and under the encouragement 

Slides as visual aids for clear instructions in terms of roles allocation and procedures of lessons.
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Students using ArcGIS to discover the various earthquakes that occurred around the globe in the past.

Using ArcGIS: Students in their groups collated data on a Google excel sheet, thought of a research question, 
and presented their findings using Google slides. The student audience then reflected using Padlet, to 
generate an online discussion.
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of both my CTs, I focused on how to 
prepare students to be future-ready.  
I took into account developing students’ 
21st century competencies, in terms 
of their confidence to present, their 
ability to analyse data, their capacities 
to work collaboratively, as well as their 
engagement with more advanced 
ICT software. Through a lesson using 
ArcGIS, students explored interactive 
map layers, recorded and analysed data 
using Google sheets, eventually making 
sense of the data and presenting them 
in their groups using Google slides. 
Through the presentations, students also 
had the chance to build their confidence 
and to verbalise their thoughts in front of 
their classmates. At the end of the series 
of lessons, students reflected on Padlet, 
and you can observe certain debates 
happening online, in which the teacher 
can then further add value to continue 
the conversation off-the-classroom. 

I then attempted to generate more 
personal conversations with students 
through their reflections and my 
markings. Within their reflections, 
I guided them to think about more 

metacognitive processes, and also for 
them to reflect upon their social and 
group processes. Students also reflected 
upon their personal development, to set 
mini-goals so that they can go on to 
improve themselves in the future. Thus, 
the reflections also aimed to develop 
them to become self-directed learners. 

One of the joys of being a teacher is 
the many platforms in which you have 
to influence and guide students’ growth. 
Co-curricular activities (CCA) is one such 
platform. Through my experiences in 
my CCA, English Language Drama, I 
had many fishbowl discussions with 
the members about sensitive issues on 
life, in which students opened up and 
shared about the matters in their lives.  
I also learnt to challenge myself, by 
modelling through acting in front of the 
students and guiding/directing them 
during their Singapore Youth Festival 
preparations when the instructor was 
not around. It was quite a challenge 
to manage a rather big ensemble and 
to stick through my main instructor's 
directorial intents of the play without 
conflicting with them. Through our 

Metacognitive questions to deepen students’ 
reflections.

Me acting with a student in a dramatic improvisational 
exercise.
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guidance and student-led reflections, 
students gained more insights into the 
value of drama, and how we can learn 
through our various interpretations and 
expressions of theatre.

TO ALWAYS TAKE A STEP BACK

The digital portfolio provided a space 
for me to consolidate my learnings and 
eased out my reflection process. To 
me, mistakes are portals to learning, 
and therefore we must come to terms 
with them. I’ve come to realise that a 
teacher should never be in pursuit of 
perfection, but instead, should be in 
humble pursuit of growth. A mature and 
reflective practitioner is one that realises 
that the best mentors for us teachers 
are always the classroom, the students, 
and our fellow colleagues. We should 
therefore not be overly inward-looking, 
but instead should draw learnings from 
all those that are around us. 

At this point of writing, I am already 
a few months into being a beginning 
teacher. Being an officially trained 
teacher in Singapore means that more 
responsibilities come your way. Within 
this short few months, I have had to 

organise many internal and external 
events, host VIPs as a moderator, 
train students for competitions, do 
administrative tasks (like booking  
venues and buses), setting and marking 
exam papers, budget planning and 
reviewing instructors for CCA, plan 
overseas trips for students, direct 
concerts, take part in performances, 
meet and call up parents, take part in 
professional development and staff 
conversations, and so much more. 

Within all these duties, there were many 
challenges to overcome. Despite all 
these responsibilities that teachers have 
to undertake, I have always reminded 
myself to not lose sight of that initial 
drive of being a teacher in the classroom. 
As we continue to work on and realise 
the broader aspects of education and 
the many things that come along with 
it, we must always remember to take a 
step back, to remind ourselves about 
the value of what we are doing, and 
to always remain purposeful in our 
endeavours and undertakings. More 
often than not, this requires us to step 
back to the point when we first stepped 
into the classroom. Only then can we 
take another meaningful step forward.

"To me, mistakes are portals to learning, and therefore 
we must come to terms with them. I’ve come to realise 
that a teacher should never be in pursuit of perfection, 
but instead, should be in humble pursuit of growth."
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LIFE LESSONS ABOUT BECOMING  LIFE LESSONS ABOUT BECOMING  

A GOOD TEACHER A GOOD TEACHER   
Jo-Anne Seet Shuen Ai   

Bachelor of Arts (Education) Secondary 2015

INTRODUCTION

Growing up, thoughts of becoming 
a teacher had always crossed my 
mind. My parents, grandparents 
and even great-grandparents were 
teachers and had often peppered 
me with tales of teaching and how 
they inspired their students. Without 
realising it, I found that I had grown 
to see them as role models. I admired 
how many people’s lives they had 
made a difference in—reinforced 

especially by my grandmother’s ex-
students who affirmed this at her 
funeral. She passed away in 2010 and  
I recall being shocked by the thousands 
of her ex-students who turned up to 
give their condolences. Many of them 
also came up to my family members, 
eager to share about how, as a teacher, 
she had touched their lives. 

I was proud of my family and so it 
seemed natural that I would become a 
teacher too. 

Picture taken for an article about how teaching runs in my family.

BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY 20



Yet I did have my doubts when I first 
entered the National Institute of 
Education (NIE). Having grown up in a 
family like mine—with a grandfather who 
had been an English professor in NIE and 
parents who met in NIE—it felt as though 
I was there only as a continuation of my 
family’s legacy. “What value could I bring 
to the teaching industry?” I wondered, 
as having only just completed my 
A-Levels, I had only limited experiences 
of teaching myself. 

If asked at that point in time about my 
teaching philosophy, my most honest 
answer would have been, “I want to be 
a good teacher.” As annoyingly vague 
as that adjective is, so were my ideals. 
Most people join teaching with the 
attitude of wanting to love and care for 
their students; to bring out the best in 
them; to mould the future of our nation. 
I did too, but to be a good teacher, is it 
enough to have the right attitude? 

I knew I needed other things. After all, 
wasn’t that what I was in NIE for? I decided 
to keep myself open-minded and eager 
to learn from all the experiences NIE had 
to offer. Now, after four years in NIE, I am 
thankful to say that my idea of being a 
good teacher has become more distinct 
and that it grows clearer as I continue on 
my path as a full-fledged teacher. 

A GOOD TEACHER: INSPIRES 
STUDENTS TO CARE ABOUT SOCIETY

Having always been one to quickly get 
involved in activities around me, I found 
myself engaged in several co-curricular 
activities (CCAs) and organising 

committees soon after my orientation in 
NIE. Amongst all these commitments, 
two of them would become most 
memorable and life-changing for me: 
the first was my experience as the leader 
of my group’s Group Endeavours in  
Service Learning (GESL) project, and the 
second was my two terms as chairperson 
of the Service-Learning Club (SLC). 
Through these roles, I learnt about how 
much of a difference an individual could 
make in the lives of others in society. 

Although I had never been in any  
service-learning CCAs in the past, as 
the leader of my GESL group I wanted 
to make my GESL project as meaningful 
as possible. Back then, though migrant 
worker issues did not have as much 
of a presence in society’s spotlight 
yet, our group realised that they were 
a marginalised group that needed 
attention. Aware of the discrimination 
migrant workers faced, we wanted to 
attempt to bridge the gap between 
migrant workers and Singaporeans by 
helping to change the latter’s perspective 
of them. 

We did this by getting the migrant 
workers to take snapshots of their daily 
experiences of work and leisure that they 
wanted to show the Singaporean public. 
Our group raised funds to purchase 
fifty disposable cameras for them to do 
this. I remember being so intrigued by 
the pictures after they were developed. 
It was a huge learning experience for 
me as I felt my own attitudes towards 
them changing. From my interactions 
with them and learning about their lives 
through their pictures, I was able to 
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identify the things we had in common 
and the things that made us different. 
Where they had once been beneficiaries 
of my GESL group’s service-learning 
project, some of the migrant workers 
became people whom I now call  
my friends. 

Our project turned out to be very 
successful with hundreds that came to 
our exhibition of the migrant worker’s 
pictures. Many came forward to say 
how the pictures had made an impact 
on them. The real achievement for 

me, however, was the friends I had 
made in the process. Befriending the 
migrant workers and the staff at the 
non-governmental organisation (NGO)  
my GESL group partnered with led to 
me deciding to become a committed 
volunteer myself. Over the next few 
years, I found myself organising parties, 
carnivals, classes and other social 
gatherings for my migrant worker friends, 
while occasionally bringing in my own 
Singaporean friends to meet them too. 
During this period I had a lot of fun and 
made many unforgettable friendships. I 
also came to believe that while there are 
some changes that need to be made in 
society, it is possible for the individual to 
make some differences too.

This was the belief that motivated many 
of my goals for the Service-Learning  
Club in NIE. Through its events and 
activities, I sought to remind the student 
teachers that these experiences were 
meant to help them inspire their students 
in the future to do likewise and serve  
the community.

Top: Project Synthesis Exhibition at *SCAPE.
Bottom: Emceeing for a Migrant Worker Deepavali Event organised by the Service-Learning Club.
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A GOOD TEACHER: ENCOURAGES 
LEARNING BEYOND THE CLASSROOM

While at NIE, I had several opportunities 
to learn beyond the courses it offered. 
Thanks to its various programmes, I was 
given the chance to do an internship 
at Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) 
under the Building University Interns 
for Leadership (BUILD) programme. 
I also was able to go to Finland for an 
international practicum and a semester 
exchange and to do a Youth Expedition 
Project (YEP) in Sikkim, India. These 
experiences were all instrumental in 
shaping not just what I wanted to do as 
a teacher, but my outlook on life as well. 

As an intern at SPH, I was under the 
Straits Times Schools department and 
tasked with helping to set up a new 
online learning platform for students. It 
was my job to search for articles in The 
Straits Times that were related to and 
complemented the subjects students 
were learning in school. During this time 
I began to realise that there was a very 
close link between what I remembered 
learning in my previous education and 
the real world. This was very exciting 
to me. I recall being fascinated reading 
about the Paris Climate Agreement 
and Singapore’s continued efforts to 
address climate change—a huge issue 

in the news at that time in 2017 as 
America had just decided to pull out 
of its commitment to the agreement. 
The articles I read brought to mind my 
lessons in chemistry and geography that 
I had struggled with in school previously. 
I considered whether I would have been 
more interested to learn more about 
these subjects had I been able to see 
their relevance to real-world issues, 
and decided that I wanted my future 
students to be constantly aware of how 
their lessons in school equipped them to 
be global citizens.

To my amazement, I found that there 
was a model of this learning going on 
in Finland’s education system too. After 
the conclusion of my BUILD internship, 
I went for my international practicum 
and semester exchange in Finland later 
in the year. As an exchange student at 
Helsinki University, I was placed in the 
education faculty. This enabled me to 
meet and attend courses alongside 
future educators from all around the 
world. It was a wonderful experience 
exchanging ideas, and I gained many 
new perspectives from very memorable 
conversations. Though many ideas from 
education around the world were shared, 
everyone was really there to learn about 
Finland’s secret to their successful 
education system. Together with another 

"I wanted my future students to be constantly aware of how their 
lessons in school equipped them to be global citizens."
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NIE friend, we were the only ones who 
actually got to teach in a school there, 
and it felt like a tremendous privilege.

While attending an “English lesson” 
conducted by my Coordinating Teacher 
(CT), I remember realising after a while 
that the lesson was not really about 
English. It was a lesson about the story 
The Tell-Tale Heart by Edgar Allen Poe, 
and there were, like any English lesson, 
comprehension questions that the 
students needed to answer and fill in. The 
difference between this lesson and how 
English lessons are usually conducted, 

however, lay in the next part of the lesson 
where the teacher got the students to do 
research and a presentation on different 
lie-detection methods. The lesson soon 
morphed into one about engineering, as 
a group of students tried to explain the 
mechanics of a lie-detection machine, 
and psychology, as another group of 
students tried to explain principles 
behind hypnosis. What impressed me 
the most was that my CT was able to 
engage each group in a conversation 
about their research topics in front of the 
class so that the whole class could learn 
from a range of disciplines together. 

Engaged students during the Tell-Tale Heart lesson, with their posters in the background.
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Eventually, I would learn that this novel 
way of teaching and learning is called 
phenomenon-based learning and that 
the Finnish were trying to implement 
this in all their schools. The principal of 
the school I was posted to was a strong 
supporter of this pedagogy and told my 
NIE friend and me, “Our curriculum is 
interdisciplinary because really, that’s the 
way the world works”. Rather than being 
restricted by subjects, she preferred 
knowledge in her school to be taught 
based on real-world phenomena. Her 
words reinforced what I had learned 
from my internship at SPH and solidified 
my belief in the importance of exposing 
my students to knowledge beyond the 
curriculum by drawing real-life lessons 
from the world. 

The most impactful lessons I learnt from 
all these experiences, however, were 
the life skills. From SPH I learnt about 
working in an office and collaborating 
with others to put together a news 
article. My overseas experiences, on the 
other hand, taught me to be excited 
about the vastness of the world and to 
embrace a diversity of perspectives.

A GOOD TEACHER: PLANS TO MAKE 
A DIFFERENCE

My experiences as an undergraduate in 
NIE were extremely fruitful and my mind 
was filled with ideas about what I wanted 
to do with my students. When I first 
began my teaching practicum, however, 
I felt challenged by the fact that I had 
never taught in a Singapore classroom 
before and that I did not know how to 

get my ideals to fit in with a Singapore 
school’s needs. My first time teaching in a 
classroom was with Finnish students who 
behaved very differently from Singapore 
students. I was also overwhelmed by the 
large class size of forty in the Singapore 
classroom—my Finnish class only had 
fifteen students. 

My teaching philosophy was “to  
use inquiry-based and service-learning 
pedagogies to help my students 
become concerned citizens of the 
world”, and despite the short amount of 
time I had with them, I wanted as far as 
possible to help my students learn about 
the world. Yet I knew that in order for 
this to be successful, I needed to have 
some classroom routines in place. While 
I wanted to encourage my students to 
form opinions about various issues and 
to share them with one another through 
class or group discussions, I anticipated 
that they may get carried away and that 
time management would be an issue.

I decided to make use of countdown 
timers for every lesson activity and 
to make my lesson instructions and 
recommended group roles visible on 
my PowerPoint slides. I hoped that this 
would help to ensure my lesson activities 
ran as smoothly as possible. I also made 
use of ice-cream sticks to call different 
students to answer my questions as  
I hoped that this would encourage turn-
taking in our classroom discussions. 
In addition, knowing that I needed to 
motivate my learners, I tried to make all 
my lessons engaging by having lesson 
activities that were either fun or that 
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meaningfully brought in content from 
relevant issues going on in our Singapore 
society or other parts of the world. 

For my English lessons, I organised my 
lessons around themes related to the 
environment or the community and chose 

texts for my students to read accordingly. 
During my literature lessons, I would 
sometimes end by reading a poem 
about experiencing life somewhere else 
in the world. These were just some of the 
strategies I adopted to keep my classes 
engaged and to manage group focus.

Students working in groups during one of my literature lessons.

My students’ poster about single-use plastics.
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The most significant incident that 
affirmed the impact I made occurred 
on the last day of my practicum. While 
bidding the school’s principal farewell 
in her office, she shared with us about 
how the school was very proud of one 
particular student who had saved the 
small amount of money she was earning 
from her part-time job to buy twenty 
burgers for twenty migrant workers. She 
had told the principal that after hearing 
a talk given by one of the teachers in the 
school to her class, she felt really bad 
for the migrant workers and decided to 
do something nice for them. It turned 
out that that talk had been given by me 
earlier during my practicum when my CTs 
had asked if I could share my experience 
with migrant workers with their classes. I 
felt truly elated and encouraged knowing 
that my words had inspired a student to 
make a difference in her own way for 
those around her.

A GOOD TEACHER: SEES THE HUMAN 
BEING IN A STUDENT

Despite being successful in some 
aspects of my practicum, I did have a 
fair share of difficulties too. While I did 
not have any issues with the majority of 
the students in my class, I found that I 
was greatly troubled by those who were 
persistently disengaged during my 
lessons. My lesson may have been going 
as planned, but my attention would 
always be drawn primarily towards those 
who were talking, sleeping, dreaming, 
provoking their friends or up to other 
distractions. I would try to reason with 
them but often to no avail, and this would 
frustrate me a lot. At that time, I could 

not think of why they were behaving in 
this manner.

Up till the end of my practicum, these 
were problems that I could not solve. 
My CT had advised me to pull these 
students out of the class to chat with 
them one-on-one but I did not. In 
hindsight, I realised that my reason for 
not doing this was due to my fear of 
getting too close to any student during 
practicum, especially since I knew I was 
not going to be there for a long time. I 
did not want to build any bonds that I 
would not be able to sustain after my 
final posting. Knowing this made me 
all the more determined to not make 
the same mistake in my next school. I 
decided that I would always try my best 
to attain 100% student engagement, 
even if it meant trying my best to reach 
out to each and every single individual 
in my class. 

This would not turn out to be an easy  
feat as I was finally posted to a boys’ 
school with a more difficult student-
profile. My first few months in the 
school were very challenging. It felt 
three, sometimes even four times, 
more difficult to engage everyone 
during my lessons. Unlike the students 
I had encountered during practicum, 
most of my new students were largely 
unreceptive towards my lessons and 
I found that I had a whole new set 
of classroom management issues to 
navigate. Most worrying was the fact 
that I realised my lessons were not 
really helping them perform in their 
assessments either. I remember that 
I would frequently get very angry 
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because of my students’ behaviour 
during the day and would often develop 
headaches from my frustration.

After a while, I realised that the real 
reason I was getting frustrated was that 
I could not attain the goal that I had 
set out to achieve after my practicum. 
I was absolutely clueless as to how I 
was supposed to capture the attention 
of my students during lessons beyond 
a small handful. Yet when I looked 
around at my colleagues, I marvelled 
at how there were quite a few that had 
faithfully stayed for decades despite 
the challenging environment. I noticed 
that my colleagues were often laughing 
and cheerful and that many of them 
frequently wanted to go the extra mile 
for their students. I could sense that they 
cared for their boys a lot and as a new 
teacher in the school, I really wondered 
what their secret was. 

In the end, it was two of my colleagues, 
ex-students of the school, who helped 
me understand how to get through 
to my students a bit better. The first 
is my mentor whom I remember once 
lamenting to about my inability to 
be a “fierce teacher”. I saw this as a 
problem as in my previous school my 
CT would often tell me that I needed 
to be stricter with my students. My 
mentor questioned this though, asking 
if I necessarily needed to be a “fierce 
teacher” in order to command the 
respect of my students. My other 
colleague sat diagonally across from me 
in the staffroom and would often chat 
with me during our breaks. I remember 
being particularly impressed by how 

he seemed to have this talent for 
discovering “secrets” from the students, 
and in so doing realise the underlying 
problems that resulted in misbehaviour 
or tensions within the class. One really 
needed to earn the trust of the students 
to do this. 

Eventually, after a lot of reflection, 
based on what my colleagues had said 
to me, I came to the realisation that I 
needed to see the human being in 
my student. Pulling them out of class 
to scold them for being bad students 
and their misbehaviour in class may not 
always be the answer to getting them 
to pay attention in subsequent lessons. 
Instead, more often than not, I find 
that pulling them out of class to chat 
about their friends and lives outside of 
school works better. Sometimes, I get 
the naughty ones to stay back in school 
to complete their homework and use it 
as an opportunity to get to know them 
better. Many times, I discovered that 
they come from broken homes or have 
parents who do not have much time to 
spend with them. Their misbehaviour in 
class as students then seemed to me 
like a sign of someone who is hurt or 
who is crying out for attention. 

After realising this and trying to engage 
my students in conversations about 
their lives, I found that my lessons with 
them became a lot better. Teaching 
in this school still remains difficult for 
me, and I do find myself still getting 
very frustrated at times. However, 
these moments of frustration occur far 
less frequently and not as intensely as 
before. I do also feel myself caring a lot 
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more for these individuals whom I have 
sought to reach out to and wanting to 
invest more in their lives to help them 
achieve the means to meet their own 
needs in the future.
 
CONCLUSION 

To me, this last lesson that I learnt (and 
am still learning) is the most valuable of 
all. If I want to make a difference in the 
lives of my students and inspire them 
to care about the others around them,  
I believe that I need to get to know about 
their lives first. It is not unexpected that 
those who have not had their needs met 
yet would find it difficult to see beyond 
themselves, never mind beyond the 
classroom or towards the society. One 
needs to be loved first in order to love. 

The role of an educator need not 
always be to impart knowledge. As of 
now, I believe my role primarily is to 
listen carefully to my students and to 
identify and acknowledge their needs. 
Depending on the student, the whole of 
the short one or two years I have with 
him may be spent on this. What matters 
most, in my opinion, is that students 
feel supported and cared for during 
these growing-up years, and are able to 
grow in their confidence.

These are the lessons I have learnt so 
far about what it means to be a good 
teacher, and I know that many more will 
come my way as I journey through my 
career and meet with new challenges. 
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EMPATHY STARTS FROM WITHINEMPATHY STARTS FROM WITHIN  

Sim Guo Chen 
PGDE Secondary 2018 

KNOWING MYSELF, GROWING 
MYSELF 

As W.E.B. Dubois shared, “children 
learn more from what you are than 
what you teach”. This quote has huge 
ramifications for me as an aspiring 
educator. It reminds me that before I 
can be the educator whom I would like 
to be, the first person I need to know 
and grow is myself.

In retrospect, my NPCC (National Police 
Cadet Corps) journey has played a vital 
role in allowing me to know and grow 
myself. As a Cadet Leader and Cadet 
Inspector during my upper secondary 
and junior college years, I discovered 
the joy of guiding others. The bonds 
that I built with my juniors helped me 
through the toughest of times, such 
as the shock of not being posted back 
to my alma mater, but to a unit with a 
completely different culture. My beliefs 
saw me through, deciding not to 

discriminate between juniors from my 
alma mater and others who are willing 
to learn. 

Since then, I have also continued to 
serve as an Honorary Officer (in yet 
another school) when I started my 
undergraduate years, allowing me 
to contribute back to NPCC after all 
that it has done for me, particularly 
in empowering my juniors to achieve 
more than I have. Yet, while I thought I 
was ‘contributing back’, I gained much 
more than I was truly giving as the 
exposure to new school environments, 
hitherto unfamiliar student profiles, 
and fresh challenges offered me new 
perspectives. I am thankful for the 
opportunities to continue my NPCC 
journey in such exciting ways. 

Interestingly, having been in NPCC 
for more than half of my lifetime thus 
far means that reflecting on my NPCC 
journey is akin to revisiting my journey 

"Children learn more from what you are than what you teach."
– W.E.B. Dubois
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of growth, both as an individual and  
as an aspiring educator. Significantly, 
this metacognitive process of thinking 
about my growth also serves as 
dispositional modelling for my students 
when I introduce myself to them and 
share with them about myself, my 
guiding beliefs, and co-construct our 
goals as a class. 

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY: FROM 
TACIT TO ARTICULATION 

While my earlier experiences had 
shaped many of my beliefs about 
teaching, it was only in Professional 
Practice and Inquiry course during 
NIE that I managed to articulate my 
thoughts (most crucially to myself) as a 
teaching philosophy. 

Because I had tacitly felt strongly about 
my role as an aspiring educator in so 
many ways, I was often left scratching 
my head about how they all fit together. 
This led me to think about “who do  
I want my students to become” when 
I thought through a thousand and one 
attributes (probably influenced by 
various MOE frameworks such as the 
desired outcomes of education). In that 
mental mess, I eventually decided to 
focus on asking myself: “who do I want 
to be as a person”. As much as teaching 
was about who I wanted my students to 
be, this ultimately boiled down to who I 
fundamentally am as a person, because 
that would very much determine my 
identity as an educator. 

In many ways, my contract teaching 
experience had also been crucial in 
helping me visualise how my teaching 
philosophy, while left tacit, had already 
been playing out in my classroom. 
Reflecting helped me pull everything I 
had learnt and experienced together. 

DRAWING CONNECTIONS ACROSS 
KNOWLEDGE BASES: NIE LEARNING 

My teaching philosophy also served 
as a lens through which I appreciated 

This metacognitive process of thinking about my growth 
also serves as dispositional modelling for my students when  
I introduce myself to them and share with them about myself, my 
guiding beliefs, and co-construct our goals as a class.

"As much as teaching 
was about who I wanted 
my students to be, this 

ultimately boiled down to 
who I fundamentally am as a 
person, because that would 

very much determine my 
identity as an educator." 

31 BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY



my learning during NIE. The year-long 
journey gave me a grasp of theories 
including pedagogical approaches, 
motivation theories, and the different 
integrated knowledge bases a teacher 
can draw on. 

By empathising with our students,  
I seek to curate learning experiences 
which in turn help them empathise with 
others—groups in society, historical 
actors, and hopefully also those whom 
they interact with on an everyday basis. 
NIE has also strengthened my conviction 
that learning best happens through 
experiencing. This is aligned with the 
Understanding by Design model, when 
we design backwards based on our 
desired results to engineer teachable 
moments for our students—which we 
best engineer when we empathise with 
their learning experience. 

This is evident in social studies, with 
a strong focus on crafting student 
conclusions that we scaffold our students 
towards using learning activities such 
as simulations, debates, and Issue 
Investigation (which helps students 
empathise with specific perspectives, 
whether it is the government, groups 
within society, or specific characters). 
Similarly, in history, we use pedagogies 
like role-play, field trips, and the 
empathy map. Through such activities, 
I seek to generate as many learning 
points by drawing connections and 
encouraging student reflection through 
iterative questioning. 

To optimise our students’ learning from 
the time invested in these experiences, 
we often rely on our knowledge bases, 
categorised into three main areas. First, 
content—with depth of understanding 
and breadth of connections so that we 
will be able to link students’ intuitive 
empathetic thoughts and feelings from 
those experiences with the wide map 
of knowledge and understandings. 
Second, process—to be able to use 
our metacognitive awareness to model 
the inquiry process for our students in 
a manner that splits complex cognitive 
processes into smaller digestible steps 
to scaffold our students’ learning. Third, 
students—to understand their existing 
schema, including misconceptions and 
help them develop more sophisticated 
thoughts. This also requires an 
appreciation of the unique human 
experience that led to their current 
understanding. 

Content

Three categories of knowledge bases we draw on 
when teaching.

Process • Metacognitive awareness
• Scaffolding

Students • Schema
• Unique human experience

• Depth of understanding
• Breadth of connections
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Our competence also forms the basis 
for motivating our students, and the 
Self-Determination Theory helps me 
empathise with them when they feel 
unmotivated. So, every time I face a 
challenge with motivating my students, 
I return to the three aspects of the 
Self-Determination Theory, and in turn 
my own three knowledge bases as a 
checklist. If my students are lacking 
relatedness, I need to understand my 
students’ schema and unique human 
experience, draw on my breadth and 
depth of content knowledge to find the 
most effective way to spark curiosity 
and drive learning. 

When my students feel a lack of 
autonomy, I ask myself: is it my own 
limitations in content that restricts my 
students from embarking on the relevant 
inquiry project they prefer? When my 
students feel demoralised because 
they do not feel competent, I ask if it is 
due to my own incompetence in these 
three knowledge bases, since I am 
responsible for applying my mastery of 
content, process and student in order to 
facilitate learning in the most digestible 
manner that helps them believe in 
themselves. Although ensuring my own 
competence in these three aspects can 
be rather stress-inducing, it strangely 
gives me hope each time I feel like 
giving up. By empathising with why 
my students feel ‘stuck’, I don’t have to 
remain ‘stuck’ myself, because there is 
something more that I can do to help 
them, and that is to keep learning. 

Much as I have learnt in NIE, my greatest 
area of growth was probably in how my 

teaching philosophy was strengthened 
with conviction through discussions, 
experiences, and connections with 
theories learnt in NIE. 

PUTTING INTO PRACTICE: THE UPS 
AND DOWNS OF PRACTICUM 

The most exciting (and admittedly 
daunting) phase of my NIE journey was 
practicum when I had the opportunity to 
put everything into practice and allow 
my teaching philosophy to play out in 
the classroom. My first mission when I 
joined the school was to find synergy 
between my teacher identity (best 
summarised in my teaching philosophy), 
and my school’s culture. I am privileged 
to have been able to work towards my 
school’s vision of “Reflective Learners, 
Caring Changemakers” through my 
emphasis on empathy. Moreover, 
this process has been facilitated by 
the supportive management, caring 
colleagues and cooperative students in 
Hillgrove Secondary School. 

From the get-go, what I had learnt in 
the module Teaching and Managing 
Learners, has helped me recognise 
the various authority bases that I 
wanted to draw on, starting with 
legitimate authority and then building 
up my referent and expert authority 
which come more naturally for me. 
Throughout my internship and contract 
teaching experiences, classroom 
management had always been one 
of my biggest fears. I was therefore 
thoroughly surprised to realise that 
the tips I have picked up in NIE really 
translated into very cooperative classes, 
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even for Secondary 2 Normal (Technical) 
social studies, which is non-examinable. 
The use of consistent routines such as 
Stop-Stand-Greet at the start of lessons, 
and the Traffic Light Colour Wheel, 
helped to empower students in self-
regulation, and even peer leadership, 
as the students remind one another 
in a mutually understood manner. 
Seeing what I learnt about classroom 
management come alive has made a 
world of difference in building a caring 
classroom climate, and therefore my 
learners’ experience.

I also tried to deepen my expert 
authority by engaging my students in 
meaningful inquiry activities, beginning 
my chapter on World War 1 with a 

story and the question “How could one 
bullet lead to a World War that killed 
tens of millions?” This approach was 
inspired by my learning in educational 
psychology about Piaget’s personal 
constructivism and cognitive dissonance 
as a motivation for students to restore 
equilibrium. As this was the first chapter 
in the Secondary 3 history syllabus, 
I knew from my students’ response 
that I had gotten their attention to 
reflectively explore as we learn. I also 
attempted a range of concept-based 
pedagogies that I have picked up from 
my curriculum studies courses, such as a 
lesson on change and continuity where 
the students drew a timeline graph on 
the people’s perceptions before, during 
and after the Japanese Occupation. 

Secondary 2 History: Student contributions to timeline graph answering the question “Did the Japanese 
Occupation change the way people viewed Singapore?”
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As my teaching philosophy emphasises 
empathy, I also used the empathy map, 
which asks students to stand in the shoes 
of historical actors, such as an assigned 
country’s negotiator at the 1919 Paris 
Peace Conference, to think about what 
they would see, hear, feel, think, and 
therefore do. This process then guides 
my students in role-playing during the 
simulated conference to negotiate the 
terms of the Treaty of Versailles.

I also conducted another simulation 
in social studies, called “Our Dream 
School” to help students understand 
the concept of trade-offs, by giving 
them the scenario of a new facility to 
be built, and different roles to play as 
they decide whether they would prefer:  
(a) a new and well-equipped study area, 
(b) a nice air-conditioned café selling a 
range of tasty food, (c) a raised stage, 
fully equipped with sound system, 
where students can perform, or (d) a 
student activity room with electronic 
game consoles for loan. I got them 
to vote to decide if it is simple for the 
principal to make such a decision both 
before and after the simulation as a form 
of “I Used to Think… Now I Think…” 
reflection so that they could deepen 
their appreciation of this complex 
concept that is relevant throughout the 
social studies syllabus.

Yet, while the students were highly 
engaged during the lesson, I realised 
after the lesson that I had missed some 
opportunities: first, by providing them 
with overly detailed roles and therefore 
causing them to read from the materials 
rather than think about the connections 

between their roles and the given 
scenario; and second, by not revisiting 
the big idea sufficiently, to link the 
school context to the societal context of 
challenges that the government faces in 
deciding what is good for society. 

Ultimately, lessons certainly do not 
always go well, such as my subsequent 
source-based lesson when I was trying 
to dissect a source with my students and 
guide them to make connections with 
the broader context. During that lesson, 
my students appeared to be confused 
and asked me many questions. I, in turn, 
felt overwhelmed and gave responses 
which in retrospect were less than 
ideally coherent; the students got more 
confused, and that process repeated 
itself. After the lesson, I felt strongly that 
confidence and competence are often 
mutually reinforcing, and could form 
either a virtuous cycle, or a vicious cycle, 
and at that point, I felt really defeated, 
feeling incompetent and not confident. 

Level 1
Study Area

Secondary 3 social studies: “Our Dream School”  
Simulation.
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Hence, I took some time to reflect, 
and recognise that “The bigger the 
challenge, the bigger the opportunity”, 
and also recalled Hattie and Zierer 
(2018)’s exhortation that the “most 
powerful form of feedback is from the 
students to the teachers about their 
impact on the students” (p. 75). I knew I 
had to break out of this vicious cycle, so 
I went back to my teaching philosophy 
and realised that I was not doing 
enough to empathise with my students’ 
learning experience. I decided to 
adopt design thinking to think about 
the ‘user experience’, starting with 
an appreciation of what my students 
may already know (from their prior 
knowledge and experience), and give 
more scaffolding to guide them through 
their Zone of Proximal Development. 

In addition, because I am often overly 
excited about my lesson ideas, I 
suffered from confirmation bias of 
eagerly jumping into these lessons. 
Disconfirmatory thinking was necessary 
to think about: “Who might this not 
work for? Why? How can this learning 
experience be improved for such 
students?” Essentially, a deliberate 
attempt to find blind spots, and 
reduce extraneous cognitive load for 
my students, such as by mirroring the 
whiteboard, PowerPoint slides and 
handout to optimise the germane 
cognitive load. 

Meanwhile, I also wanted to improve 
my ability to adapt during lessons. 
First, I wanted to expand my cognitive 
bandwidth based on the various 
knowledge bases of a teacher, revisit my 

NIE learning and extend further (with 
books such as Making Thinking Visible), 
and explore more video resources to use 
during lessons. It was also important for 
me to conserve some of my cognitive 
bandwidth by taking cognitive breaks 
while playing meaningful videos, or 
letting my students engage in mini 
activities while I walk around to monitor 
and consider my next move. 

Ultimately, being able to return to the 
classroom to teach, after one year of 
NIE training helped me to recognise my 
own growth. Compared to my contract 
teaching days, I was palpably taking 
ownership of my classes, monitoring 
their learning by walking around the 
classroom while teaching, and also 
charting their progress by tabulating 
their submissions. 

THE JOURNEY OF EMPATHY: 
UNIMAGINABLE POSSIBILITIES

After practicum, our lives changed 
dramatically in quick succession.  
I was assigned a new form class, 
which gave me yet another reason to 
look forward to going to school each 
morning. COVID-19 led to many new 
safe distancing guidelines—Home-
Based Learning came along, and we 
used Google Meet for our lessons 
and check-in sessions. My form class 
enthusiastically contributed a collage 
of what they are thankful for during this 
period. As part of the National Education 
Committee, we also planned and 
adapted the International Friendship 
Day commemoration amidst the  
Home-Based Learning circumstances. 
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Co-curricular activities (CCA) have also 
gone online, and we piloted various 
possible activities. 

That aside, with the time that we have 
at home, I also found the chance to 
accelerate my personal reading, starting 
with those related to ICT (drawing on 
TPACK), Hattie’s Visible Learning series, 
Carol Ann Tomlinson’s Differentiated 
Classroom, and also Ritchhart’s Cultures 
of Thinking. 

While I had already been exposed to 
these during NIE and revisited them 
during my practicum to draw new ideas, 
Home-Based Learning gave me unique 

opportunities. For instance, I was 
able to conduct ongoing assessment 
and feedback for my students using 
various online platforms and deliver 
differentiating instruction since my 
students are no longer constrained to 
the same synchronous classroom. When 
reading Cultures of Thinking, I also 
had the chance to critically examine 
my Google Meet lesson recordings, 
and since realised that I need to be 
more conscious about my use of the 
language of mindfulness, and reduce 
questions like “Why did so-and-so do 
this” to “What do you think might be 
some possible reasons for this?” 

Our journey of growth does not end 
with NIE or practicum, because for 
as long as we are teaching, we learn 
from teaching and learn for teaching 
through our reflection to draw theory-
practice links. Moreover, discussions 
with colleagues and seeking advice  
have proven exceptionally helpful. 
After all, as “children learn more from 
what you are than what you teach”, the 
former must grow, before the latter can  
truly improve. 

E-lessons during Home-Based Learning period.
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BUILDING CONNECTIONS  BUILDING CONNECTIONS  

TOWARDS THE FUTURETOWARDS THE FUTURE  
Ong Kian Jie 

Bachelor of Arts (Education) Secondary 2016

I am Kian Jie, or KJ for short, and since 
young, I was told to never become 
a teacher because “it’s the job that 
nobody wants”. Now, I am a passionate 
and budding geography teacher that 
seeks to empower and inspire my 
students to always be a better version 
of themselves. I can fully understand 
why people think being a teacher is 
an unwanted job, because of how 
incredibly taxing and tough it can 
be; but people also forget the most 
important part—it is also an incredibly 
fulfilling and powerful role.

Growing up in a traditional Asian family, 
I was taught that education is nothing 
more than a pragmatic tool for me 
to succeed in life, and this success is 
typically measured by grades, which 
translates to financial strength, granting 
me access into career options like a 
doctor, a lawyer or a commercial pilot—
generally high-wage jobs. Having such a 
mindset would likely mean that I would 
not become a teacher. But look at me 
now, many years later—I am graduating 
as a full-fledged teacher with my red 
pen poised and ready to enter the 
education fraternity. 
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SO, WHY TEACH?

As clichéd as it sounds, I was inspired by 
a teacher to become a teacher. Being 
an introvert, I was never popular and 
my grades were never stellar, though 
they were decent enough to land me 
in a junior college (JC). There, I slacked 
off. I was in the midst of solidifying 
my identity as an adolescent and as a 
young adult. I was swaying between 
working hard for a non-existent dream 
or having fun with computer games—
you know which I picked. If you asked 
me what I wanted to be, I would not 
be able to answer you, not until this 
particular teacher grabbed a hold of me 
and put me on the teaching train tracks.

Mdm Ang was my form teacher as well 
as my H2 mathematics teacher in the 
second year of JC, and initially, I could 
not be bothered because I despised 
math as I was flunking at it consistently. 
There was always this association of 
disdain—I hated math, therefore I 
disliked the teacher as well. Mdm Ang 
however, refused to give up on me. She 
gently nudged me, nagged at me like a 
second mother, and constantly pushed 
me to better myself as a person even 
though her priority was supposed to be 
math.

Eventually, she discovered that I had a 
knack for explaining things simply, and 
I had a certain charisma that helped 
people to understand better. From 
there, she started to develop me as 
a mentor for my juniors, creating the 
teaching building blocks in my mind, 

and surprisingly, I too was starting to 
become more interested in it because 
I was experiencing success in my 
mentoring and it felt really fulfilling.

A year later, I was accepted in the 
Bachelor of Arts (Education) programme 
at the National Institute of Education, a 
beginning of my four-year journey that 
transformed me into the teacher I am 
proud to be today.

ONE SIZE FITS ALL?

My teaching philosophy and belief 
can be squeezed, narrowed down and 
compacted all into a single, powerful 
word: Rapport. Rapport is a term 
describing a close and harmonious 
relationship in which the people 
or groups concerned understand 
each other's feelings or ideas and 
communicate well. It means that the 
higher the rapport between a teacher 
and his students, the better they can 
communicate and understand each 
other. This translates to the teacher’s 
ability to prepare and craft lessons 
that cater to the student profiles in his 
class, as well as build a relationship of 
trust, feedback and learning for all the 
involved parties, including the students’ 
guardians and parents.

In my experience thus far, the students 
who are the most willing to learn and 
grow are those who have formed a 
positive rapport with their teacher. 
The better the rapport, the higher 
the willingness to learn. For students 
who are already personally motivated, 
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it simply helps them to excel further 
beyond their current capabilities, but 
this is assuming a more than ideal 
situation where all the students in my 
classroom are self-motivated. 

With a built relationship of trust and 
understanding, students are likely 
more willing to listen to and act on 
feedback, work on their weaknesses, 
and communicate their challenges to 
their teacher without any fears. The safe 
environment built by a good rapport 
increases their willingness to accept 
criticism, ask questions, and most 
importantly, be eager to learn and grow.

BREAKING IT DOWN

My philosophy stems from a more 
caring and compassionate perspective 
where I genuinely believe my students 
know the differences between a good 
and bad action or decision, and even 
for those that fall into the grey area, 
I never tell them the ’correct answer’. 
In fact, the teacher may not always 
have the right answers. Instead, I 
provide them with a safe environment 
to explore, make mistakes, learn, and 
finally grow and mature from them.

First, I ensure to always build the 
students a sense of belonging to the 
class. Working on a student’s esteem 
is crucial, and rapport serves as an 
intimate medium that can help bridge 
any gaps and fill any holes. Listed  
below are some examples of what  

I did to help build resilience and a safe 
learning environment:

1. Commending students who 
make mistakes for daring to.

2. Ensuring usage of positive 
language (no negative language 
allowed).

3. Constant encouragement and 
reassurance.

4. Setting mutually agreed on rules 
and routines.

5. Never ruling with an iron fist.

In my classrooms, I always tell my 
students that they are humans, they 
are young adults and I will treat them 
with the due respect, meaning that 
I drive the message through that I 
trust them to take charge of their own 
learning and behaviour and will only 
step in when this trust is breached. By 
doing so, I create a safe environment 
where students begin to question 
their actions and decisions without 
having to ask me as a ’safe option’. 
If they make a mistake, they are not 
immediately punished—instead, they 
are questioned about their thinking 
process and what led them to make 
this mistake, and when they are able 
to pick it out. I craft it into a teachable 
moment for the class, effectively 
bringing the attention away from the 
student.
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Afterwards, I managed to take a short 
moment to remind the class that I can 
tolerate them not completing their 
homework once or twice, but I would 
not accept lying through their teeth, 
and I gently reminded them that it is 
okay to make mistakes in my class as I 
would never punish students who have 
the courage to own up to their mistakes.

Needless to say, I felt happy after the 
class ended. The most fulfilling thing 
in that moment was Tom felt that he 
had a safe environment to own up 
to his lying without being scolded by 
me or being mocked by his peers. He 
originally wanted to be the “star” of the 
show but realised that it was a wrong 
decision on his part. More importantly, 
I did not call out his lying directly nor 
did I immediately reprimand him, but 
made him understand his wrongdoing 

and admit it. This incident built up my 
rapport with him as well as the class’ 
respect for me as their teacher and 
mentor.

CREATING MY TEACHER IDENTITY—
MY NIE JOURNEY

My approach to teaching is highly 
student-centred as I believe that 
teachers should cater to the students’ 
diverse needs and profiles instead of 
moulding them into people that fit ours. 
Undoubtedly, this would mean that it is 
very challenging as some approaches 
would likely clash with mine. In NIE, 
the four-year journey I have spent there 
has helped me solidify my teacher 
identity and has aided me strongly 
in circumventing these challenges 
with a plethora of approaches and 
solutions. There were many modules 

Below is an example of a short conversation that happened in my 
geography classroom:

Me: “Tom (not his real name), why did you not submit your homework?”

Tom:  (Mischievously) “Cher, my dog ate it.”

Me:  Looks at him sternly

Tom:  “Cher, really, my dog ate it.”

Me:  “You know that for those who do not complete my work simply needs 
to remain standing and answer a question right? I will not punish the 
class right?” (turns to class)

Class:  “Ya Cher.”

Tom:  (After a pause) “Sorry Cher… I never do the homework.”

Me:  “Thank you for telling me the truth, I appreciate that.”

Tom:  “Sorry Cher, I won’t lie liao.”
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and experiences that helped build my 
philosophy into what it is today, and 
even though I wish to expand on all of 
them, I cannot. Below are two significant 
experiences that I would love to share.

International Practicum in Japan

I have had a privileged opportunity to fly 
overseas for my International Practicum, 
where I had a five-week teaching stint 
at a suburban school in Fukui, Japan. 
There, I learnt that the Japanese 
education system is structurally different 
from Singapore, and they focus on one 
very crucial factor—learning to be a 
good person. The focus on morals 
and values is extremely powerful and 
students there start learning important 
values like responsibility, respect and 
care at a very young age. This has 
helped translate to their well-renowned 
culture of respect and care.

My mentors there have taught me the 
importance of allowing students to 
make their own mistakes, and self-direct 
their own learning because they know 
of the consequences if they do not take 
charge of themselves. The teachers 
there prefer to foster a strong sense 
of individuality and independence in 
their students, and these values are 
nurtured from a young age. This means 
that the students grow to become more 
self-directed and motivated without 
requiring constant reminders from their 
teachers.

I further learnt the importance of 
words—where a teacher’s language 

is highly influential to their students’ 
learning and growth. Yes, this does 
mean that we teachers should watch the 
language we use to our students, be it 
in verbal, digital or written mediums. 
Sometimes, our mood or environment 
on a particular day may cause us to 
say or mean certain messages, and 
this can have an adverse impact on 
our very impressionable students. 
Always keeping a positive mindset and 
encouraging will undoubtedly create 
a safer and warmer environment for 
our students to learn in. In the oddest 
manner, the most insignificant things 
you share and say end up being the 
most significant takeaway for your 
students.

Bollywood Veggies Internship

The other significant event in NIE 
that has helped craft my teacher 
identity would be my B.U.I.L.D Stint 
@ Bollywood Veggies. There, I was 
engaged in a five-week internship in 
this ecotourist farm cum bistro as a tour 
guide and helper. I was tasked to teach 
both locals and tourists about food 
security in Singapore and engage them 
in farming experiences such as paddy 
planting or a simple farm tour around 
the ten-acre farm. I taught people from 
young kindergarten groups, elderlies 
and even hosted company retreats for 
large conglomerates like Maybank.

The owner shared with me her political 
views, which helped me understand that 
people would always have their own 
beliefs and values in life, including my 
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students, and challenging them would 
do me no good as their teacher. I have 
also spoken to people of many ages, 
coming from different backgrounds and 
having very different beliefs, to which 
many of them swear upon.

Beliefs can be rather daunting to handle 
because even though my students are 
at a young age, they stand by strongly 
in what they believe in, and would likely 
refuse to budge from a few sentences 
from me. This would mean that, as a 
teacher, it is vital for me to accept their 
beliefs (even if I completely disagree) 
and find a compromise or solution 
around it.

An experience I had with this was when 
a student believed that schooling and 
education were useless because he had 
better things to do (gaming). He refused 
to complete work, pay attention in class, 
and was often hours late for school. 
This belief is something that perhaps 
even society disagreed with, so many 

teachers would probably send him for 
counselling to change that mindset. 
I tried something different instead— 
I gamified my class.

I crafted my lessons for his class 
differently and always added some 
form of game into the class, be it using 
ICT, adding questions that included his 
favourite game characters, or simply 
turning cold-calling into a Bomberman-
styled game. It was a compromise to 
find a middle ground between learning 
and his belief in games. It worked. The 
student began to participate more 
actively in class, turn in his work on time, 
and sometimes even answers questions 
opened up to the class.

From this experience, I learnt that 
tackling supposed “wrong” beliefs 
head-on as the authoritative figure will 
likely generate conflict. This is not to 
state that a headstrong approach should 
never be taken, but rather, I personally 
prefer the “softer” method—one where 

Conducting a farm tour for kindergarten students.
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I find a middle ground, building mutual 
respect.

TACKLING COVID-19 AMIDST 
PRACTICUM

As fortunate (or unfortunate) as it may  
be, I was hit by the full force of the 
COVID-19 impact right in the middle of 
my final practicum, at the point where 
the formal assessments were to be 
conducted by both my NIE Supervisor 
(NIES) and my Cooperating Teachers 
(CTs)—a period where I believe every 
student teacher would face tough 
challenges, sleepless nights and 
culminating stress, and it’s no different 
for me. Within a few days, I was informed 
that I would be required to complete all 
my assessments and pass them. It was 
implied that without doing so, I would 
likely need to redo my practicum.

A plethora of changes, movements 
and policies were thrown into the 
classroom, all the while balancing a new 
environment, crafting my philosophy, 
preparing lesson plans and getting 
ready for assessment all at the same 
time. I would not deny how incredibly 
stressful those few weeks were, and I 
am glad that I managed to adapt to the 
constant changes and movements, and 
trudged through it all in the deep.
 
I have had wonderful mentors with a 
great support system in place to help 
me through all this. Mr Chung Yong Kai, 
Mdm Timah and Mr Alfred Liu, my CTs, 
were incredibly warm, supportive and 
understanding. They provided me with 
constant advice and guided me through 

the learning process despite having to 
tackle the global pandemic themselves. 
I am very appreciative of their help 
and efforts in maintaining a growing 
environment for my teacher identity 
and ensuring that I finish my practicum, 
ready to be a full-fledged teacher within 
that short period of time.

I am incredibly blessed to have Mr 
Chung as my main CT, someone 
who was very warm yet firm in his 
mentoring. He questioned my every 
move and made my thinking clear on 
every plan and decision I made in my 
lesson preparations. He questioned the 
purpose of my activities, my theoretical 
backgrounding, my desired lesson 
objectives and whether the activities 
were appropriate. 

It made me a strongly reflective teacher 
and helped me deepen my planning 
process. I used to plan lessons with what 
“feels right”, going with my gut feeling. 
Now, I plan activities with specific 
reasons and ask specific questions in 
order to pull out the specific answers I 
am looking for. After most lessons, he 
will sit down with me despite his own 
busy schedule and probe deeper into 
my reflections, with questions about 
what went well or not so well in that 
particular class.

More importantly, he has never directly 
told me that my method was “wrong” or 
that I should conduct my class another 
way. Instead, he always provided 
possible suggestions and shared his 
personal experiences—ultimately still 
giving me the autonomy to decide how 
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I personally want to conduct my classes. 
He made me understand that every 
teacher is different and imposing his 
personal philosophy on me would likely 
end up with a clash. Instead, he helped 
me refine and tune my philosophy 
to polish the gem hidden within. Mr 
Chung has played a very significant role 
in crafting my philosophy and I feel very 
fortunate to have him as my mentor.

Empathetic Students

As much as we teachers had to 
constantly adapt to the everchanging 
situation caused by COVID-19, our 
students had to do the same. Some 
of the struggles I faced were in fact 
resolved by my very own students 
who understood the plight of us 
teachers having to follow the evolving 
instructions and changes. I was very 
heartened to see my students stepping 
up and helping me enforce certain 
restrictions such as social distancing, 
staggered recess times and the removal 
of any group work, despite all of us 
understanding that these restrictions 
sometimes slow the learning process. 

I learnt that as teachers, we do not 
necessarily need to be the “father 

figure” in the classroom where we are 
not allowed to make mistakes. Many 
new teachers, including me, assume 
that if we make mistakes, students will 
lose the respect and admiration they 
have for us. This is completely untrue. In 
actuality, our students will feel a deeper 
connection with a teacher who makes 
genuine mistakes, especially one who’s 
facing the same pandemic situation as 
everyone else. 

This notion of mine has been thrown 
out the window after my students 
showed a great deal of empathy in my 
circumstance as a trainee teacher who’s 
being assessed—they behaved well 
during classes, tried their hardest to 
participate, and submitted good quality 
work. Arguably I could attribute this 
to the rapport I have built with them, 
but I hope to send the message that 
our students are as mature, kind and 
understanding as we hope them to 
be, and we teachers should always see 
them in such a light. The picture below 
is evident that my students enjoyed 
the lesson despite social distancing 
restrictions put in place. They even had 
the cheek to write corny messages after 
they had completed the work.

"Our students are as mature, kind and understanding as 
we hope them to be, and we teachers should always see 
them in such a light."
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Photo of group work done during the pandemic.

CRITICAL TAKEAWAYS

The following is a short list of takeaways 
I have learnt from my teaching 
experiences thus far. They are closely 
linked to my philosophy.

Inside the classroom

 Show excitement. When students 
feel your genuine interest in the 
subject, they will gradually ease into 
your passion and excitement as well. 

 Do not be worried that your students 
will laugh or judge you. If you are 
having a bad day due to a personal 
circumstance, share (as much as 
possible) your woes with your 
students. Again, this creates rapport 

and generates student-teacher 
moments.

 Have the courage to admit that 
you made a mistake, or you do not 
know the answer to a particular 
question. It makes you human and 
helps form a bond between you 
and the student. You do not need to 
always be the authoritative “know- 
everything” figure in the classroom. 
Challenge students to ask questions 
that you do not know the answers 
to, and then challenge yourself to 
improve your content knowledge.

 Consolidation is crucial. Information 
should, as much as possible, never 
be left floating. Even if time is tight, it 
is important for a teacher to ground 
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the information and consolidate 
with what has been taught in the 
lesson thus far even if the class was 
cut short.

 If need be, stop the class for a 
teachable moment if an event that 
cannot be ignored occurs. Examples 
include a student acting completely 
out of hand, an agreed rule is 
broken, or a student is being given 
distressing news. This sends an 
important message to students that 
values and being empathetic hold 
priority over academics. 

Outside the classroom

 When crafting lesson objectives, 
always keep in mind the exact 
form of assessment you will use to 
determine if the students have met 
the objectives.

 Always ask yourself the following 
questions when teaching content or  
a skill: 
a. “How do you know they 

know?”

b. “What do you do when you 
know they know?”

c. “How do you deepen their 
learning?”

d. “What do you do when they 
don’t know?”

 Always plan for contingencies, be 
it a fire drill, an electricity blackout, 
a clash of venues or technical 

difficulties—this will be very helpful 
when you have a brief plan to handle 
unexpected situations.

 As much as possible, print your 
resources and worksheets early. It is 
a known fact that printers can detect 
fear.

 If a lesson did not go as planned, 
steel yourself and reflect. Think of 
ways to improve and move forward 
to the next lesson. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

Many years ago, before I entered NIE 
as a student, a wise soul told me: “If 
you are even slightly unsure of whether 
you want to be a teacher, my advice is, 
do not become one.” She was adamant 
in only encouraging people who truly 
wanted to make a difference to become 
a teacher, and refused to entertain 
those who were merely looking for a 
stable civil service job or saw teaching 
as a last resort. 

Initially, I simply accepted her words. 
But now, I see the meaning and 
depth of them. Holding the job of a 
teacher requires the person to actively 
pursue its calling, find interest in it and 
continuously improve as an individual. 
Teachers need to handle countless 
different personalities, backgrounds, 
needs, profiles, learning abilities and 
much more. They must be equipped 
with an extensive skill set in order 
to tackle those, and I have not even 
touched on the execution of the lesson 
and the assessment of the learning.
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Now that I have reached the conclusion 
of my training, I still feel that I have 
yet to experience what teaching truly 
has to offer—all the highs and all the 
lows, and I am ready to embrace them 
all. Practicum was merely a snapshot 
or a demo version of a huge unending 
game, and I am here, poised with my 
red pen, heading into the dungeons to 
slay the worksheets, the lesson plans 
and the examinations to craft out the 
best swords I can for my students to face 
the monsters of the world out there.
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5
THOUGH FREE TO FAIL THOUGH FREE TO FAIL   

Tan Yee Choo Annabel 
PGDE Secondary 2018

"I use the word activist as shorthand repeatedly, which 
overlooks those whose everyday pursuits—school 
teachers, organic farmers—are an activism, but not a 

confrontational one."
- Rebecca Solnit

Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities 

I have one question that I keep returning 
to: “Am I a cop-out?” 

This question first came to me when  
I was signing on the dotted line to be a 
teacher. By choosing this stereotypically 
respectable job, will I have to make daily 
choices which compromise my vision of 
the world? It was a question prompted 
by too much legalese in the documents 
and too much cheery optimism from my 
peers in the first year of university. My 
family was worried about bond-breaking. 
Now, my family is less concerned since  
I am ‘settled’ into working life as a 
proper adult. My peers wanted to 
change the world. Thankfully, many of 
them still want to change the world. 
But it feels like you are unnecessarily 
rocking the boat when you want to be a 
teacher who ‘changes things’. 

Then there is the steady hum of imposter 
syndrome. Every time I reflect on my 
teaching practice I wonder if I am even 
passing as a properly functioning adult. 
I make funny faces in the bathroom 
mirror to deal with waking up at 5 a.m. 
This is a job, and it pays a good salary 
for someone whose only qualification 
is writing passable essays about 
storybooks by dead and not-so-dead 
old men (and sometimes dead women). 
How did I suddenly become responsible 
for students not injuring themselves or 
each other? I often wonder whether I 
was hired by mistake—but I checked,  
I am the only Annabel in my PGDE 
cohort. Not the only Ms Tan though. 
There are many, many Ms Tans. 

What I am trying—very badly—to 
reconcile is the persona of the teacher as 
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the role model and the teacher who will 
fail every single day at school. Lessons 
will be left unfinished, assignments 
unmarked, files unchecked, students 
untaught. Even if one engaging lesson 
goes well, it will be a passing hour in a 
student’s full day in a full year of school. 
As much as we are giving students the 
space to do badly and then do better, 
there seems to be little allowance 
for teachers to be comfortable with 
failure. How dare we, the civil servants 
accountable for moulding the future of 
the nation, say that we cannot achieve 
our key performance indicators? 

As a beginning teacher, I find myself 
wishing for the freedom to fail. There 
are choices that can be made between 
excelling and barely coping, but there 
does not seem to be a real backup 
plan for when a teacher says "No, I am 
unable to do this." Even when the work 
gets completed, there is no grade given 
back that says 'pass' or 'fail'. This is not 

The existential crisis when you conduct a lesson 
on career guidance and realise you have no life 
advice beyond how to get from one specific type 
of school to another.

a plea for a mentor or a department to 
use an APT (Assessment of Performance 
in Teaching) form for all my tasks (far 
from it!). What I want is the permission 
to say to myself truthfully “That went 
very badly.” Until I can acknowledge 
that truth without beating myself up, it 
will be very difficult for me to get to the 
next stage of: “So what can I do now?” 

In my role as a teacher, I identify with 
the word activist. I believe in people as 
agents of change and I believe that this 
can be done through everyday work. 
Singapore is a country where places and 
people are constantly changing—and it 
is mostly done in a non-confrontational 
way, with more controversial issues 
making momentary headlines. After the 
attention has dissipated, there needs to 
be the steady hum of individuals keeping 
these issues relevant by working hard 
at moving and shaking things around. 
Most of these actions are unrecorded 
and unnoticed. That is probably why 
they manage to make changes happen 
in the first place: because they can do 
their work in peace. At least most of  
the time. 

It is too idealistic to think that a single 
teacher can transform a student’s life. 
What really happens is the glacial 
rate of growing up, which includes 
innumerable factors and forgotten 
moments from every school day. The 
highlight moments quoted in speeches 
and thank you notes are just the most 
memorable mountain peaks and dark 
trenches. These are only obvious in 
contrast to the humdrum work of walking 
through relatively boring landscapes.  
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As a student, I needed those forgettable 
days, weeks, months and years. These 
uneventful stretches of time allowed me 
to process the huge amounts of change 
that was going on for my teenage self 
and the complex world we live in. 

Even then, the looming examinations 
every single semester did not allow 
my mind the fallow time it needed. 
My school days were endless cycles 
of running on adrenaline and then 
collapsing in exhaustion every holiday. 
I finally managed to sleep seven 
hours every day in university and NIE 
(National Institute of Education). As a 
deep sleeper, I need six hours of sleep 
every working day in order to hear my 

alarm ring in the morning. I know my 
students push through on five, four or 
even three hours of sleep on many days. 
I let them put their heads down on the 
desk to catch some rest. 

COVID-19 has caused major shocks 
and disruptions worldwide and locally. 
My consolation during this time is that 
educators have been forced to deal with 
the bare necessities of living. Sleep. 
Food. Toilet paper. Significantly, experts 
have been emphasising the need for 
individuals to stay mentally well during 
this time. This is the essential service 
we need to provide, for ourselves and 
for each other. It may be an unintended 
benefit of the circuit breaker—we are 

My response to the Graduand Teacher Competencies (GTCs) Framework.
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now forced to face ourselves in front of 
our screens and reflect on how easily 
our routines and expectations can be 
broken apart. With the beautiful human 
messiness of other humans mostly 
locked up in their own homes, we might 
be able to sift through the pieces and 
find the beauty of our own unique 
messes.

My reflective process does not follow 
a set structure or routine. I doodle on 
Post-its as my tiny rebellion against the 
insistence of textual answers. I found 
the weekly reflections due every week 
during my teaching assistantship a  
chore, and the ones done for my 
practicum overly verbose to show that 
I took them seriously. To be frank, the 
question I kept puzzling over during 
practicum was how we could be 
assessed based on our ability to manage 
a synchronous Home-Based Learning 
lesson (and only a meagre fraction of the 
class has managed to appear online). 

I also reflect by immersing myself 
in the works of other people. It is 
probably the main reason why I chose 
to read literature for my undergraduate 
studies. My first consistently present 
mentors were Charlotte Brontë and 
Shakespeare. Then I found actual living 
authors and makers who wanted to build 
communities and connect their random 
acquaintances with these other brilliant 
people they know. Instead of reading 
my set texts, I found myself chasing 
after other authors and performances, 
discovering theatre and writing for the 
stage along the way. My hope is that 

some students may gain the tools they 
need to find solace in these worlds as 
well. When at lost for words, I search for 
a good quote. When no quotes appear, 
I try to rest in the silence. 

Right now, teaching resources are 
pouring in from everywhere and my 
department is ploughing through as 
gently as possible to find the most 
intuitive and usable resources for 
Home-Based Learning. We are currently 
planning to teach a theatre studies 
lesson on Those Who Can’t, Teach 
by Haresh Sharma. It is a thought-
provoking play because it says in 
no uncertain terms what people live 
through in Singapore. Towards the end 
of the play, a teacher who has ‘failed’ in 
the eyes of her colleagues declares to 
the staffroom:

Hana: Why should I be a role model?  
My contract say I must teach. 7 a.m. to  
2 p.m. Sometimes 3 p.m.  
6 p.m. Sometimes whole night. 
Sometimes whole weekend I 
must work. My contract never say  
I must be role model. I am a teacher. I 
teach. I go home. I’m not friends with 
anyone here. I’m their colleague. (Slight 
pause) My work suck my blood. My own 
life I want to enjoy.

This play is powerful because it  
presents unsolved problems for teachers 
to ponder about. How do we talk about 
our struggles at work? Our opinions? 
What we personally care about? Is there 
a space for satire and sarcasm? Cynicism 
and critique? For reflection?

BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY 52



Left: The demolition of the Sentosa Merlion was announced on September 21st 2019, just as we were 
discussing our field trips to local sites of historical significance. What does one do with a national icon that is 
a construction made for tourism? How does one assess the accounts of the Merlion’s ‘mythology’? 
Right: Fuel for my soul on the rough days. Books, theatre, and tea.

All my thoughts are plagued (pun 
intended) with the concern of what  
will happen next, whether we are 
prepared for whatever may happen 
next and whether my students and 
colleagues are intact. Some are feeling 
the withdrawal acutely—many of us 
thrive on face-to-face interactions and 
this digital divide has isolated us into a 
warren of isolated cubicles. 

During this time of Home-Based 
Learning, I am personally learning how 
to grieve the loss of such sincere and 
unplanned moments. Of sensing when 
a child has a bad day and wants others 
to just leave them alone for now. Of 
telling a parent that it is natural to have 
strong emotions and that they need to 
care for themselves too. Of allowing 
a colleague the space to vent so they 

can carry on doing the good work that  
they do.

In this shrunken space, I have no extra 
energy to worry about examination-
level assessment outcomes. In any 
case, examinations are currently on 
hold until students can safely get back 
to teaching and learning in a school 
compound. I use daily attendance 
taking to let my students know that 
their teachers are concerned by sharing 
links and resources and holding space 
for responses like the exploding brain 
emoji, “too early…” and “ ” and 
“SOS”. I do not want to behave as 
though COVID-19 is merely an external 
threat disrupting lives elsewhere 
because things have already shifted at 
my core. I flinch from touch. I ritualise 
hand washing. I hope that class sizes 
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will be forced to be smaller from now 
on. I check Instagram for @badcherday1 
updates (during working hours). I try 
my best to be productive at home but 
the work seeps into sleep time and the 
weekday bleeds into the weekend. I 
hope my students are doing better than 
I am at Home-Based Learning. 

My friends and I half-joke about 
assigning curiosity-driven tasks that can 
be done at home and a CCE (Character 
and Citizenship Education) curriculum 
of how to have family time. Accounting 
for the lack of technological support at 
home and limits on screen time, it might 
look like this:

• English: Select a politician’s speech 
about the COVID-19 situation and 
analyse its PACC (Purpose. Audience. 
Context. Culture.) As the politician’s 

My spirit animal the humble slug, used for my 
PPI website. https://poetryeveryday.wixsite.com/
slugandthesalt 

COVID-19 has made me consider what it means 
to ‘travel’ given the practical constraints of time, 
resources and the expected outcomes we impose 
on experiencing the world outside the classroom.

aide, would you have made any 
suggestions to improve on the 
content and delivery of this speech? 

• Mathematics: Use different 
mathematical diagrams to chart 
your progress through a day of 
Home-Based Learning. E.g., a pie-
chart to show how much time you 
spent on each activity. Consider the 
types of numerical data that you can 
collect. How would you chart non-
numerical data like your feelings? 
How can qualitative data be tracked 
in quantitative terms? 

• Physics: Analyse the correct uses and 
the purpose of a surgical mask, paying 
close attention to the properties of 
the materials used. Compare this 
with alternatives suggested (e.g., 
bandanas, N95, government-issued 
reusable masks…) and recommend 
one of these options for a worker in 
essential services. 

• Chemistry: Compare the effectiveness 
of hand-washing and using hand 
sanitiser as a defence against 
contagious diseases. Which of these 
methods would you recommend to 
the general public? 

• Biology: Identify the ways that the 
human body is vulnerable to the 
COVID-19 virus. As a supervisor for 
workers in your chosen essential 
service, make your recommendations 
for safe practices in the workplace. 

1@badcherday is an Instagram account by two teachers in Singapore which frankly shares about the struggles and 
moments of joy that can be found in this profession. They share tips, supportive messages, self-care reminders and 
reflective thoughts that speak to those burnt-out bits of our souls.
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• Social Studies: Select a law, bill, 
policy or government campaign 
that has been created as a response 
to COVID-19. What does this case 
study tell you about the way that 
the Singaporean government has 
responded to the pandemic? 

• History: You are a historian archiving 
sources from 2020. Make a list of 
primary and secondary sources that 
you find interesting. Choose one 
source and discuss its historical 
significance as evidence about how 
the world responded to COVID-19. 

• Geography: What do you think are the 
possible unintended environmental 
impacts of social distancing measures? 
Consider existing case studies when 
making informed guesses, describing 
and explaining two probable impacts. 

• Literature: Write a one-paragraph 
explanation on how netizens have 
humorously used the acronym “CB” 
for “Circuit Breaker”. 

• Food and Nutrition: Make a list of the 
contents of your fridge and pantry. 
Do you have the supplies necessary 
to have a well-balanced diet? How 
long will these supplies last? What 
items should you prioritise on your 
grocery list?

• Design and Technology: Is there 
anything in the house that needs to 
be fixed/changed/replaced? How can 

you use materials that you already 
have at home to work around or solve 
this problem? 

• Physical Education: Suggest a workout 
routine incorporating everyday chores 
around the house. Bonus: Include 
your siblings and parents. 

• Art: Your bed is a work of art. Write 
a gallery text label interpreting its 
meaning and the materials used for 
this artwork. 

• Theatre: Write a monologue for a 
character who is the survivor of an 
apocalypse. Use the Stanislavski 
technique of the ‘Magic If’2 to 
understand your character better. This 
script should not exceed 500 words. 

• Music: Spend 5 minutes listening to 
the sounds in your home. What can 
you hear? What do these sounds tell 
you about the environment you live 
in? How would you arrange these 
sounds to make a soundtrack for 
staying at home?

Ideally, students could take this time 
to process all these changes. Even 
the smallest of tasks has become 
an exercise of emotional resilience. 
Some students have younger siblings 
who need more attention. Some have 
parents in essential services. Some have 
family members who have been laid 
off work. Some live with dependants 
who need constant care and attention. 

2The 'Magic If' is a tool for getting to know the internal motivations and objectives of a character. The actor takes on 
the role of the character, imagining themselves in fictional scenarios in order to make discoveries about the character 
that are not in the written script. 
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Some do not have the social support 
they need to face toxic environments at 
home. Some are just overwhelmed by 
the constant pressure to be productive 
and not fall behind on their work. Some 
may not even know that they are feeling 
overwhelmed.
 
Realistically, Home-Based Learning 
is intended to provide structure and 
activities for students who might 
otherwise have no space for themselves 
at home. Growing up, I often used 
school activities as a legitimate excuse 
to get out of the house and homework 
was an excuse for locking yourself in 
the bedroom to ‘study’. The real co-
curricular activities that we learned the 
most from were passing furtive notes in 
class, finding friends to eat with in the 
canteen and knowing how to wheedle 
the more conscientious student into 
letting you copy their work. When 
teaching in the time of corona, I have to 
consider what education means when 
the usual environment and trappings 
of the school day are stripped down 

to bare necessities. A desk and chair 
for each student may not be available 
in many households. Wi-Fi as a basic 
necessity in our contemporary world can 
still reveal the structural inequalities that 
run through our meritocratic system. 

To return to the question “Am I a cop-
out?”, I feel that I still am. A Singaporean 
teacher’s professional identity makes 
distinction between private and public 
personas. I live every day (including 
weekends and holidays) knowing that I 
can be held accountable for my actions 
and words. There are many facets of 
myself that I feel the need to conceal 
and tuck away from my students—and 
this has affected my choices for my 
wardrobe, media influences, hobbies, 
communities and beliefs since I was 
nineteen. 

Acquaintances say that I am “intense” 
but I know the origin stories of why and 
how I behave the way I do: in those 
carefree primary school days when a 
misplaced badge resulted in a stern 
warning and a fear of bugs in the school 
field warranted a severe scolding. I still 
hold that tension in my body every 
time I observe a teacher reprimanding 
a class. I recreate that tension in myself 
and in the classroom when I raise my 
voice to be heard above the din.

I know that a key part of my role 
is to monitor and manage student 
behaviours. This expectation of what 
teachers are supposed to do gets etched 
into students’ instinctive responses that 
the majority do not question or are no A doodle I made in response to feeling trapped 

inside the home for too long.
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longer capable of questioning on their 
own. This makes it easier to function 
every day, saving the energy for doing 
the work that needs to be done. That’s 
why the ‘troublemakers’ show the 
most spirit and personality. A lucky few 
emerge relatively unscathed. Most will 
be able to function well enough after 
their schooling years. Perhaps this is 
enough, and no matter what anyone 
else says, the job can legitimately  
end here. 

I watched a few MOE advertisements 
during a pretty low time while in NIE. 
I recognised an actor I once worked 
with playing the role of the outstanding 
young educator in the advertisement. 
In the advertisement the classroom was 
spotless. There was no sweating in the 
noontime heat. The English teacher had 
artistically constructed a rainforest set to 
use as a backdrop for a game based on 
students’ beloved game cards. Cannot 
lah. Teachers where got time to do  
all this? 

I am now teaching the subject that 
this actor once took and now excels 
in with his own unique take on the 
actor’s craft. For the moment, I am in 
the process of putting on the role of a 
junior college teacher of theatre studies 
and drama after expecting and training 
to be a secondary school teacher of 
literature and history for slightly over 
five years. The costume fits awkwardly, 
and there is too much tension in my 
body for the gait and gestures of my 
character to look natural. But I am 
now in a department that can give a 

student the tools to make a set for their 
A-level performances, show them how 
to respect and clean the professional-
grade spaces they use—and teach them 
how to prevent sweat stains and smells 
from staying on their costumes. Dealing 
with the dirt and grime of everyday life 
is a basic concern we often deprioritise. 
We’ll see what happens after months 
of rigorously washing our hands and 
wiping down every surface.

It has been six years of navigating the 
feeling that I have made decisions a 
younger me at 14 would have scoffed 
at. I scold the few students for being 
unruly and waste the time of a mostly 
obedient class. I plough through a 
lesson that no one wants to learn. I 
dismiss queries with quick replies in a 
no-nonsense tone. I allow myself to fail, 
but I am still learning how to be okay 
with failing.

Sometimes I slip and that teenage self 
emerges for a moment. I mention to a 
class that universal access to education 
began as a kind of prison made to keep 
young ones off the streets and out of 
trouble. I encourage the occasional 
student to doodle in any lesson so long 
as it keeps them awake and reasonably 
attentive. I give ‘alternative truths’ to 
why singing the national anthem each 
morning can be useful (I use it as a 
vocal warm-up before the teaching day 
begins). I hint that they could probably 
Google search for the questions that 
they want answers to. 

Maybe, just maybe, this is enough. 
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6
LIFE LESSONSLIFE LESSONS  

Sebastian Wang 
PGDE Secondary 2017

My decision to embark on my journey as 
an educator goes way back. I remember 
how my teachers were always there 
for me, offering me invaluable advice 
and showing me the way when I went 
through tough times. I wanted to pay 
it forward by being that teacher who 
would help the younger generation 
navigate their way through life.

I am Sebastian, currently teaching 
history and social studies in Ang Mo 
Kio Secondary School. Prior to my 
current posting, I have also had the 
privilege to be exposed to the teaching 
profession during my relief and contract 
stints. The varied experiences teaching 
different subjects in different schools 
with different student profiles have 
and will continue to shape who I am as  
a teacher.

THINKING ABOUT MY TEACHING 
PHILOSOPHY

I had never actually sat down to think 
about my ‘teaching philosophy’ until I 
was prompted to pen it down for the 
Professional Practice and Inquiry (PPI) 
course in National Institute of Education 
(NIE). Nevertheless, as a student in 

the past, I often feel more motivated 
to push myself for the teachers who 
genuinely care; teachers who would 
make their students feel valued; 
teachers who would remind their 
students of their sense of worth, even 
though we may not be academically 
outstanding. I also have many friends 
who are ‘late bloomers’—those who 
may not have been as academically-
inclined or academically outstanding 
as a student but went on to become 
equally successful in life. With these 
experiences, I set out to be a teacher 
who would focus more on the ‘self-
worth’ of each individual student, rather 
than to simply focus on their academic 
achievements.

Connecting with the Heart, 
before the Mind  

Students need to know 
that they are valued, above 
and beyond their academic 

abilities. 

My first real teaching experience 
came in the form of relief teaching. I 
was tasked to teach mathematics and 
science to Secondary 2 and Secondary 
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3 students across the three different 
streams. Back then, I definitely did not 
think about a ‘teaching philosophy’ 
per se. I drew from my experiences 
as a student, and tried to emulate the 
positive experiences my teachers had 
given me. 

Fresh out of National Service, I saw 
myself more as a senior or elder brother, 
rather than a teacher. I knew that at the 
end of the day, I just wanted to help 
my ‘juniors’ learn to become a better 
person each day, not just in terms of 
chasing academic achievements. I 
firmly believed, and still do, in making 
personal connections with students—
connecting with each and every one of 
them as a person, with a heart—so that 
they may see value in themselves. After 
all, I was still just a relief teacher then, 
and naturally, I was not under much 
pressure to deliver in terms of academic 
results to meet any ‘KPIs’.

In my conversations with my students, 
my heart sank when students from the 
Normal Academic (NA) and Normal 
Technical (NT) students felt that many 
of the teachers “do not care [about 
them] because [they are] NA/NT 
[students]”. I knew this was something 
that bothered them, even though some 
of them appeared to simply brush it off. 
I felt for them; just because they were 
placed in the Normal streams did not 
mean they were necessarily ‘lousier’. 
I knew, because I have experienced 
the devastation of living with a label of 
‘inferiority’, whether self-imposed or 
imposed by others. I made an effort to be 

there for these students—by spending 
time to reassure them while they were 
trying hard to internalise a new concept, 
to listen to them when they needed 
someone to talk to, to help them think 
through their actions when they needed 
advice. I wanted to remind them of their 
self-worth and to believe that they are 
equally capable of success.

At the end of the term, I am proud of 
my students for making great academic 
improvements in that subject—many of 
my students went from receiving single-
digit scores in the past to achieving 
passes and even distinctions. Above all, 
I learnt from them what it means to be a 
teacher—to teach with a heart, from the 
heart. It is this humbling relief teaching 
experience that cemented my belief 
that it is essential that as educators, we 
make genuine connections and show 
students that we care, so that students 
may see their self-worth and be self-
motivated to push themselves further. 
More importantly, we need to constantly 
remind ourselves as educators, that 
grades do not define our students; 
students define who they are.

Seeing the Good in our Students  
Students will remember the ‘small’ 

things we do for them; they can 
feel it when we care. 

I remember a time during my teaching 
attachment where I noticed a Secondary 
1 boy seated at a corner alone during 
a rehearsal for an upcoming school 
event. I approached him and found out 
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that he needed to take his medication 
as he was unwell, but did not have 
his water bottle. I assumed that his 
co-curricular activities (CCA) teacher 
in charge probably was elsewhere 
managing other groups of students. I 
did not know the boy personally; I had 
not taught him before, nor was he in 
my CCA. 

Nevertheless, I decided I needed to 
render assistance and thus went out 
to get him a bottle of mineral water. 
Although this small action did not 
seem like a big deal to me, it served 
as a bridge between me and the 
student and his other friends. Though 
I never had the opportunity to teach 
this student personally, he would often 
come up to me during his free time 
during rehearsals or along the corridor 
to strike up a conversation with me. It 
is probably their way of saying “Thank 
you, teacher.” 

I remember another student from the 
school’s drama club who was extremely 
talented on stage. It was common for 
him to be either hosting or performing 
at school events. Sometimes, he wore 
both hats—as the event emcee, and as 
a performer. It is easy to assume that this 
student is an all-rounded student who 
excels in all aspects. He does, in his own 
ways. Few would be able to guess that 
this student was actually from the NT 
stream. Unlike my previous experience, 
I cannot recall any instance whereby I 
came across students who would feel 
that they are inferior simply because 
they are from a different academic 

stream. This was also where I had the 
opportunity to see how students can 
shine when they are given adequate 
encouragement and the platform to  
do so. Clichéd as it may sound, the 
reality is, every child has that innate 
desire to want to be recognised, to 
want to excel, to want to shine in their 
own right.

As educators, we must constantly 
remind ourselves that excellence is 
not always defined by academics. 
Our students are unique individuals 
who yearn to be recognised for their 
strengths, and our small gestures to 
encourage them can go a long way.  
We need to value our students, and 
see the good in them, even if their 
strengths are unconventional. Students 
are humans too, and they can feel it 
when we genuinely care for them and 
want the best for them. This will then 
spur them to reciprocate by putting in 
their effort to become better.

Stay Humble; Be Genuine  
Students are more willing to 

open up to teachers who are also 
human. 

I had the opportunity to take up 
another short relief teaching stint 
after my teaching attachment. Unlike 
the previous time where I had the 
opportunity to helm my own classes, I 
was deployed to help out with teachers 
who were away for much shorter 
durations this time.
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It was not easy to engage the students 
who knew that you were merely a 
‘stand-in’ relief teacher. Students are 
smart enough to know that the odds of 
seeing me again after that period was 
over would not be high. Let’s face it, 
we were once students. Although they 
were usually assigned tasks to do, they 
will usually try to escape by claiming that 
they have done the questions before 
or promising they will do the work at 
home (which often never happens). 
In my attempt to encourage students 
to complete their assigned tasks, I 
challenged those who claimed that they 
knew how to do the questions and “will 
do it later” to teach me how to do the 
questions by explaining their answers to 
me or their peers who needed help.

In doing so, I broke the ice between 
myself and the students. Although I 
did not teach during the relief period, 
I was able to have genuine interactions 
with the students, instead of being 
that mere ‘stand-in figure’. I showed 
them that teachers are not walking 
encyclopaedias who know it all and that 
teachers are humans who are learning 
too. This genuineness makes teachers 
more approachable and encourages 
students to be more forthcoming in 
clarifying their doubts or sharing their 
problems and issues.

Providing Opportunities  
for Growth  

Students deserve equal 
opportunities to reach their fullest 

potential, regardless of their 
background or prior experiences.

Personally, I feel that it is unfortunate 
that many among us still think better 
of students simply because they are 
in the Express stream. When it comes 
to nominating students for awards, 
leadership positions, or to represent 
the school, many of us tend to be quick 
to zoom in to the list of ‘good kids’ 
from the Express classes. Perhaps due 
to my earlier experiences, I always feel 
strongly for the ‘others’ who are often 
overlooked.

During my contract teaching stint,  
I had the opportunity to nominate 
students to represent the school in the 
Historical Scene Investigation Challenge 
organised by the National Library 
Board. This competition involved the 
use of investigative and research skills 
to solve a historical mystery. As I was 
teaching the entire Secondary 2 cohort 
then, I realised that some students in 
my NA class had better critical thinking 
and research skills compared to their 
peers in the Express cohort. While I do 
not deny that Express students tend 
to perform better and are more ‘book-
smart’, I feel that the students from the 
Normal streams are more ‘street-smart’, 
probably due to their often richer life 
experiences. 

Thus, I convinced my department 
colleagues to allow my NA students 
to participate in the challenge instead. 
They agreed, even though they still 
had doubts. The students representing 
the school were equally uncomfortable 
and doubtful. Their reaction: “Cher1, 
why didn’t you pick the Express 
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people? Why you pick us? How can  
we compete against the top schools 
like Hwa Chong and Raffles?” My reply: 
“I selected you all because I know you 
all are good enough. Ignore the end 
result, just go and try your best and 
enjoy the experience.” 

To be fair, I knew deep down that the 
odds of us qualifying were slim, but I 
wanted to encourage my students to 
press on and complete the qualifying 
challenge. Above all, I needed to 
make them feel like they are equally 
worthy of representing the school, 

equally capable of success, equally 
strong in character and mind. While 
we eventually failed to qualify for the 
top twenty spots in the competition 
to move on to the next round, I made 
a bold statement and reignited that 
sense of belief among my NA kids, 
reminding them that they can succeed, 
as long as they try.

Call it tokenism, but if we as teachers 
do not make that effort by starting 
small somewhere, how can we make 
every student feel that success is  
within reach?

1A shortened form of the word “teacher”.

It is not always about the results, it is about life.

My Teaching Philosophy 1.0
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Consolidating my experiences prior 
to joining NIE, I came up with my 
teaching philosophy. Often, we are too 
caught up with trying to help students 
achieve a particular result. We may 
sometimes forget that results are not 
the be-all and end-all. An educator's 
role is not simply to provide answers 
and solutions but to guide students in 
finding their own answers. We need to 
acknowledge that not every student 
is as academically inclined, but that  
does not make them any inferior to 
someone else. 

However, each and every individual will 
face adversities in life. It is thus more 
essential for me to help my students 
develop the correct values, attitude and 
mentality which would take them far in 
life. I want my students to remember to 
stay resilient in the face of challenges, 
to respect themselves and others, 
and to have a heart to make society 
a better place. With the necessary 
character attributes in place, each 
time we struggle through the different 
challenges in life, we will then emerge 
as better, wiser, upgraded versions 
of ourselves. Ultimately, we teach 
because we want to nurture the future 
generation, and that should not be 
determined purely through academic 
knowledge and performance. We need 
to genuinely want the best for each 

and every one of our students and 
show it not just through words, but also 
through our actions.

RETHINKING MY TEACHING 
BELIEFS AND PHILOSOPHY

I embarked on my practicum with 
my teaching philosophy 1.0, seeing 
myself as a facilitator who is primarily 
concerned about students’ well-being, 
because once their basic needs are 
addressed, they would automatically 
feel more motivated to become better 
versions of themselves, academically 
and beyond. 

I preferred to speak to students about 
their actions privately, hoping to find 
out if there were any underlying causes 
first before simply lashing out at them 
for their misbehaviour. I preferred to 
adopt a more benign authority and 
gave students the autonomy and trust 
that they will be able to exercise due 
self-discipline. Unfortunately, my good 
intentions were misconstrued as being 
too indulgent towards students. Very 
quickly, my stance prompted a ripple 
effect where students increasingly 
switched off from my lessons—
choosing to work on other subjects 
under their tables or to sleep or chat 
with their peers during my lesson 
instead. I lost control of the class.

"An educator's role is not simply to provide answers and solutions 
but to guide students in finding their own answers."
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I needed to quickly recalibrate. What 
was it that made it so different this 
time round? Why was it that my way of 
handling students worked in the past, 
but not this time? I sat down and thought 
through the issues—what happened, 
why did it happen, what could I have 
done better, how will I improve next 
time. On reflection, I realised that in my 
previous experiences, I took over the 
classes from another teacher, who had 
likely laid down the expectations and 
ground rules beforehand. I could tap 
on what the previous teacher had put 
in place and focus mainly on delivering  
the lessons. 

This time round, however, I needed to 
put in place the classroom routines and 
expectations. It was then that I realised 
that I had started on the wrong footing. 
While I could have lashed out at students 
for their misbehaviour, I held back, 
thinking that students were matured 
enough to behave appropriately when I 
reminded them about the consequences 
of their behaviour on themselves and their 
peers. I could have jumped into meting 
out consequences for misbehaviour as a 
show of power, but I held back, thinking 
that I could address the issue with the 
few students privately after class instead. 
These ‘mistakes’ would make my first 
year of teaching difficult, knowing 
that I would need to spend a lot more 
effort trying to remedy and salvage the 
situation I had put myself in.

Moving forward, some advice was given 
which gave me food for thought. First, 
go into classes being as firm and strict 

as possible in the beginning. This will 
make your life much easier. It is easier 
to become nicer along the way than to 
spend the whole year trying to manage 
classroom discipline issues. Second, 
being too nice to the students means 
being too hard on yourself. Learn to 
balance. Third, impressions form and 
words spread among the students. Try 
to be consistent across classes lest your 
actions appear to be biased.

Reflecting and Learning from  
our Past 

Teachers need to constantly learn, 
unlearn, and relearn to present

the best version of ourselves for 
our students.

As teachers, we always encourage our 
students to reflect on their mistakes and 
to be lifelong learners. It is only natural 
that we role-model our teaching. This is 
where we need to be comfortable with 
the fact that no one is perfect and we can 
always be better. As much as we teach 
our students, there is no need for us to be 
shy in showing our students that we are 
also learning from them. Walking the talk 
can help students see the genuineness 
in us and convince them that we really 
just want the best for them.

Beyond just reflecting on my own, I see 
value in gathering feedback from my 
students on how my lessons went and 
how they can be improved. After all, 
they are the ones whom the lessons are 
prepared for. This student feedback 
can be collected in different forms.  
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For example, by observing how 
students react to the lesson 
activities, by asking students to 
indicate what they learnt from the 
activity and then later trying to 
match their responses to the activity 
objectives, or by having students  
write down how they feel about  
the activities. 

Such information comes in handy when 
planning for future lessons, whether 
it is subsequent lessons for the same 
class or similar lessons for other classes. 
Feedback and reflection allow us to 
understand where we can improve to 
become better teachers as we go along.

Examples of feedback gathered from students.
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THE JOURNEY CONTINUES…

Through inquiring and reflecting on 
our practices and actions, we can 
become better versions of ourselves 
for the people around us. This applies 
not just in teaching, but also in our 
everyday lives. The truth is, we have 
all been reflecting on our practices 
subconsciously throughout our lives—
for example, when we encounter a 
failure, we look back and think about 
what went wrong and try not to repeat 
the same mistakes again in future.

Perhaps you may wonder like I did, so 
what is the purpose of having a course 
on Professional Practice and Inquiry 
(PPI)? Or more specifically, what is the 
value of having a PPI digital portfolio? 
Indeed, it does seem like a paper 
exercise to force us to write down our 
thoughts hidden somewhere at the 
back of our minds. It can seem like an 
unnecessary chore on top of the many 
other more pressing things we have 
to deal with. But perhaps the purpose 
of having PPI is not about creating 
something for submission, but more to 
remind us to continue to make an effort 
to improve ourselves, as teachers and 
human beings.

For me, I have come to the conclusion 
that having a digital teaching portfolio 
serves as a platform for us to sort out our 
teaching beliefs and refine our practices, 
and to keep track of our development 
and growth as a teacher. While we all 
definitely have a rough idea of what 
we want to achieve at the back of our 

minds, putting these ideas and beliefs 
down in words sometimes does help 
me in clarifying and addressing gaps in 
my thoughts. Also, for most of us who 
have only just started on our teaching 
journeys, I believe it can serve as a form 
of reminder, motivation and strength for 
us to press on when we feel beaten and 
start doubting our decision to become 
an educator during the times when we 
are down. 

FINAL REMARKS…

We may not be the same person as we 
were yesterday or would be tomorrow. 
Each time we struggle through the 
challenges life throws at us, we emerge as 
a better, upgraded version of ourselves.

I am privileged—privileged enough to 
have come this far; privileged enough 
to share my experiences so it may 
give strength and motivation to those 
who may feel alone, lost and helpless; 
privileged enough to be in a position 
to teach and nurture our younger 
generation. I am thankful for the many 
people who have shone the light for 
me along the way—offering me advice 
from their personal experiences, putting 
themselves in my shoes to understand 
my perspective, and pointing out my 
blind spots to help me become better as 
a person and as a teacher.

To you who are reading this, let us 
continue to press on in whatever we are 
doing. Thank you for reading, and thank 
you for helping to shine light on our 
future generation.
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INQUIRY: FROM ‘OH, NO!’  INQUIRY: FROM ‘OH, NO!’  

TO ‘WHAT NEXT?’TO ‘WHAT NEXT?’  
Leena Priya d/o Segaran 

PGDE Primary 2017

Hello! I am Leena, a beginning teacher 
in Xishan Primary School teaching 
English and science. In this chapter, I 
will be sharing with you the experiences 
and insights I have gained pertaining to 
the inquiry process as a student teacher. 
I hope my experiences will encourage 
you, because it is entirely possible that 
we begin by saying, “Oh, no!” and 
evolve to asking, “What next?” 

AND SO, IT BEGINS 

I never knew that I wanted to teach. I 
always hear my peers saying that they 
have dreamed of being a teacher since 
they were old enough to know what a 
career is, but the thought never crossed 
my mind. However, when I began to 
tutor my cousin, I realised that I found 
great joy in seeing his eyes light up 
every time he understood what I taught. 
And so, I began my quest to become a 
teacher. Little did I know that the journey 
was going to be much more challenging 
than I had expected, but also far more 
fulfilling than anything I could have 
anticipated.

WHAT KIND OF A TEACHER ARE YOU?

In the beginning, with barely any idea 
about how to teach, all I knew was 
that I wanted my students to grow 
academically and in terms of values. 
Prior to joining the National Institute of 
Education (NIE), when anyone asked 
me why I wanted to teach, my response 
would always be: because I hoped to be 
a role model for my students in the same 
way my teachers were for me. However, 
upon embarking with NIE, I realised 
that I had to ask myself what kind of a 
teacher I wanted to be and why I teach 
(i.e., my teacher identity and teaching 
philosophy). 

Initially, I penned down the same 
thoughts I had before: to be a good 
role model for my students. However, as 
I attended more lectures and tutorials, 
and saw the great teachers before me, 
I began to seek inspiration. If I wanted 
to be great, surely, I needed to have 
a mantra I could turn to whenever I 
felt low, like a true north. Hence, my 
teaching philosophy began evolving. 
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I realised that my students are the 
directors of my lessons. They (their prior 
knowledge, abilities, personalities and 
preferences) decide how I should teach 
a certain topic. So, it only made sense 
that my teaching philosophy hinges on 
them. Also, as I took more courses in 
NIE and began honing my pedagogical 
knowledge, I realised that there are 
a myriad of ways to teach any topic. 
As a result, my teaching philosophy 
further developed to include engaging 
activities.

I decided to type out all the aspects 
of teaching I felt were important and 
created a word cloud from it. To my 
surprise, the image summarises well, 
what is ultimately important to me. As 
a teacher: my students are at the heart 
of what I do (the word ‘students’ in the 
middle of the word cloud) and I aim to 
create activities and lessons where they 
will be engaged in learning. Now, upon 
spending almost an entire school year 
teaching, my teaching philosophy has 
further evolved to include meaningful 
activities.

So, I had my teaching philosophy that 
was centred around my students. What 
then was my teacher identity? What kind 
of a teacher was I going to be? In NIE, 

I often came across the term ‘teacher 
identity’. Then, I simply knew that I had 
to have an identity as a teacher because 
I had to believe in something. However, 
upon teaching in school, I realise now 
that a teacher’s identity is much more 
than a string of words put together to 
tell your NIE Supervisor. It is a constant 
internal reminder of your purpose 
that anchors you during the trials and 
tribulations you may face. 

Weathering the storms are a lot easier 
now that I have internalised my teacher 
identity. I always tell myself that I am a 
teacher who edifies my students by being 
a force for positivity in their lives: being 
compassionate, using encouraging 
words and always urging them to see 
their little successes. I gained inspiration 

"Weathering the storms are a lot easier now that I have 
internalised my teacher identity. I always tell myself that I am a 
teacher who edifies my students by being a force for positivity in 
their lives: being compassionate, using encouraging words and 
always urging them to see their little successes."

A summary of my teaching philosophy.
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for my teacher identity from the famous 
words of Haim G. Ginott: “A teacher 
possesses the tremendous power of 
controlling the climate of his classroom.” 
The first time I saw the quote, the words 
struck a chord with me. Imagine having 
the power to humanise or dehumanise 
your students. I knew, from that moment 
on, that I always wanted to be the 
teacher who lifted my students up and 
made them feel that they could do 
anything they set their minds to. 

On days that I begin to doubt myself 
and wonder if I have impacted my 
students at all, I always recall my teacher 
identity and my teaching philosophy. 
Amalgamated, they are something like 
this: “I have the power to make my 
students believe in themselves. I can 
create meaningful lessons to engage 
them and show them that learning is 
possible. In doing so, I create a climate 
of success in my classroom where my 
students are uplifted.” Now, my focus 
is on the bigger picture: my students.  
A lesson I keep learning is that once we 
remove the focus from ourselves, our 

problems suddenly seem a lot easier  
to solve. 

THE POWERFUL PROCESS OF 
INQUIRY 

Another word I constantly came across in 
NIE was ‘inquiry’, during the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) lectures. In the 
beginning, it was simply another word 
spoken by lecturers that I sometimes had 
to think and write about. However, when 
I delved into my teaching practicum, the 
importance of inquiry dawned on me. 
In its essence, inquiry is the process of 
asking yourself questions. In doing so, 
you generate reasons for why you want 
to do something, assess what is and is 
not working for you and reflect upon how 
to change it. It sounds simple, but we are 
sometimes so accustomed to the daily 
grind that we might forget to stop and 
reflect. Inquiry, I have discerned, is the 
key to a great teacher because a great 
teacher never rests on his or her laurels. 
Instead, a great teacher is constantly 
seeking new areas for improvement 
and researching new methods to boost 
his or her efficiency and effectiveness in 
teaching topics. One can only do so if 
one engages, constantly, in inquiry. 

SURVIVING TSUNAMI PRACTICUM

Remember I said that I often heard the 
word ‘inquiry’ during my PPI lectures? 
Well, soon came the day that I had to 
begin inquiring. The twelve months I 
spent in NIE flashed before my eyes 
and before I knew it, I was being 
thrust into the pinnacle of my teacher 
training: teaching practicum. During 

The quote that inspired my teacher identity (see 
Ginott, 1972).
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the practicum, trainees are required to 
inquire into their teaching processes 
and discuss their findings with their NIE 
Supervisor. The necessity of doing so 
was to inculcate a sense of perspective-
taking and reflection in us that would 
ultimately become a part of us. As my 
practicum journey unfolded, I began to 
use the inquiry process with increasing 
confidence and I am grateful for the 
explicit teaching of how to conduct 
inquiry in NIE because I now use it in my 
daily teaching. Let me begin, first, with 
how I used inquiry during my teaching 
practicum. 

Inquiring during teaching practicum 

As all trained teachers can vouch 
for, the teaching practicum is a short 
process that shows us a more realistic 
depiction of the rigours of teaching. The 
consistent submission of lesson plans to 
our Cooperating Teachers and frequent 
observations of our lessons forces us into 
an upward spiral of improvement in both 
our pedagogy and teaching methods. 
We begin to become accustomed to our 
pupils’ needs and constantly strive to try 
new methods to capture our students’ 
imagination. 

The very fact that the teaching practicum 
was such a rigorous twelve weeks 
made the process of inquiry that much 
more authentic and meaningful. I was, 
with the help of my supervisor, mentor 
and Cooperating Teachers, constantly 
looking into why my lessons worked (or 
did not), how to teach the same topic 
more effectively and how to reach out 
to my students in a language they can 

appreciate. In the process, I collected 
data in the form of my students’ work, 
responses and marks to explain why I 
used certain methods, obtained advice 
for improvement and ask myself whether 
I was on the right track. 

Inquire, reflect, repeat! 

When I first began my teaching  
practicum, my genuine thoughts were, 
“Oh, no!” There I was, planning seemingly 
engaging lessons, incorporating 
group activities and churning out 
comprehensive lesson plans. However, 
imagine my disappointment when my 
lessons were met with incessant chatter, 
blank stares and my Cooperating 
Teacher having to step in to wrap up the 
lesson for me. 

I certainly did not have a shortage 
of issues I could reflect on. I could 
reflect on every aspect of my teaching: 
choice of instructional activities, 
classroom management, providing clear 
explanations, sustaining interest, and the 
list goes on. On the bright side, at least 
I could begin the inquiry process with 
my authentic classroom experiences. 
The questions I recurrently reflected  
upon were:

1. Did I achieve my lesson objectives?

2. How am I adding value to my 
students’ learning?

3. How am I developing my students’ 
characters? 

Of course, there were many, many other 
issues inspiring inquiry that arose during 
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actual classroom teaching: students’ 
misbehaviour and reactions, to name 
a few. As a result, while I constantly 
reflected upon the three bulleted 
questions, I also made it a point to 
reflect after every lesson on certain 
issues unique to that lesson. Hence, 
inquiry should be done before and 
after each lesson so that we are able to 
better adapt ourselves to each situation 
and give our students our best during  
each lesson. 

Inquiry without data is dead

As a science graduate, I must say I adore 
data. I enjoy analysing data, interpreting 
data and presenting my data. Imagine my 
excitement when I realised that I could 
continue to collect data as an educator! 
Data is invaluable to a teacher because 
it provides us with a lot of knowledge 
when interpreted. A statement without 
data is simply a conjecture, after all. 
What kind of data should we collect, 
then? A variety, in accordance with the 
aspects of your teaching philosophy, so 
that you are constantly aware of whether 
you are advancing towards becoming 
that ideal teacher you yearn to be. 

At the beginning of my teaching 
practicum, I began the practice of 
journal writing with my English class 
because I wanted to obtain a deeper 
understanding of my students’ 
preferences and interests. Knowing 
this enabled me to pitch my lessons 
appropriately and I always chose topics 
that enthused them. Other forms of data 
I frequently collected were artefacts of 
my students’ work, their responses in 
class and their test or practice scores. For 
example, my students would respond to 
certain key questions using the Formative 
Assessment Student Tool (FAST) kit or 
their mini-whiteboards during lessons 
and complete an exit ticket at the end 
of lessons. However, since these forms 
of data collection are transitory, I took 
pictures of the responses to make 
collating their process of understanding 
more permanent. The process of data 
collection is pertinent in my teaching 
practice because I can quickly ascertain 
gaps in my lessons that need fixing 
and get students to tell me areas of the 
lesson they are still unsure of. By doing 
so, I can improve subsequent lessons 
and address my students’ concerns  
more precisely. 

Students put up their sticky notes and I keep pictures as data.
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Change is good 

“We cannot become what we want by 
remaining what we are” (De Pree, 1989). 

Sometimes, we conduct lessons that 
‘wow’ our students. We pull out all the 
stops: cute tokens, games, colourful 
presentation slides, group activities… 
but at the end of the lesson, we realise 
our students did not achieve the lesson 
objective. We begin to feel devastated. 
What went wrong? That was me during 
my practicum. My students enjoyed the 
lesson but was it meaningful? Did they 
acquire the skill I wanted them to? This 
is where inquiry becomes especially 
constructive. When we sit down and 
dissect our lesson, we begin to realise 
that fun activities might not be the best 
way for our students to learn a certain 
skill. So, we go back to the drawing 
board and improve our techniques. 

When I saw that my students had fun 
during my lesson but were unable to 
convert sentences in the active voice 
to the passive voice, I realised that 
there were several things I should have 
done differently during the lesson. For 
example, I should have provided my 
students with questions similar to the 
ones I had used during my lesson so that 
more scaffolding was present. Secondly, I 
could have provided them with handouts 
that enabled them to see the structural 
difference between sentences in active 
and passive voice clearly, guiding them 
in the conversion. Thirdly, I could have 
provided them with the necessary verbs 
in their participle forms. When I applied 
these modifications to my lesson and 

conducted it again, they achieved the 
lesson objectives. This was when I made 
a key change to my teaching philosophy: 
activities should not only be engaging, 
they should also be meaningful. With 
this realisation, I began researching for 
effective ways to conduct my lessons. 

I also constantly inquired into my 
classroom management strategies. 
During certain lessons, especially with 
activities in the science lab or outdoors, 
I found myself spending a lot of time 
getting my students organised and 
attentive. However, my NIE Supervisor 
sat down and thought through with 
me the ways in which I could have 
disseminated my instructions differently. 
Upon doing so, I realised that showing 
students a picture of the parade square 
demarcating the areas they were 
allowed to be in and preparing them 
with step-by-step instructions before the 
activity would have saved me time when 
organising them. 

Inquiry has also helped me constantly 
look out for new ways to sustain my 
students’ attention. I found different 
ways to conduct my lessons so that my 
students did not become accustomed to 
a certain routine and feel bored. I spoke 
with other teachers to gain their valuable 
insights and modified my approaches 
accordingly. With the modifications in 
place and my constant scouring through 
Pinterest for novel ways to conduct my 
lessons, my classroom management 
improved, and my students were able 
to sustain their attention throughout the 
lesson and I could conduct the relevant 
activities in an organised manner. 
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In case you have not realised, the inquiry 
process turned my "Oh no!" into a 
"What next?" Using inquiry, I no longer 
saw a failed lesson as a demoralising 
catastrophe. Instead, my mind became 
conditioned to assess what went wrong. 
Supported by the data collected, I could 
sit down after a lesson and think through 
about the gaps in my lesson that need to 
be plugged. 

We are digital natives 

To make the process of inquiry more 
cohesive, NIE developed an online 
platform that enables student teachers to 
post their teaching philosophy, learning 
from NIE, methods of data collection 
and how inquiry was conducted in their 
classroom teaching process. During the 
teaching practicum, trainee teachers 
will discuss the content of their digital 
portfolio with their mentor, supervisor 
and fellow trainees. 

Ultimately, the digital portfolio is a digital 
platform that enables student teachers 
to constantly update and refer to during 
their teaching journey. As I answered the 
guided questions provided in the digital 
portfolio and the pointers suggested for 

each Focused Conversation, I managed 
to deepen my reflection process. I began 
thinking of areas that I would have 
otherwise not realised were important 
(e.g., was I achieving the Graduand 
Teacher Competencies?) and became 
much more aware of how I was carrying 
out my lessons. Additionally, penning my 
thoughts down on my digital portfolio 
required me to sift through and compile 
them comprehensibly. As a result, I began 
to understand myself better pertaining 
to how I view my lessons, what I deem 
important for a teacher to carry out and 
the areas I still needed help in. 

A good conversation is food for  
the soul

The crowning jewel of the inquiry process 
is the Focused Conversations that take 
place because of them. The Focused 
Conversations I had with my mentor, 
peers and supervisor were truly insightful 
experiences because they were sessions 
of sharing, and the synergistic nature of 
the Focused Conversations has helped 
me improve my teaching processes 
immensely. During the Focused 
Conversations, each trainee teacher 
shares his or her best practices pertaining 

"Using inquiry, I no longer saw a failed lesson as a 
demoralising catastrophe. Instead, my mind became 
conditioned to assess what went wrong. Supported 
by the data collected, I could sit down after a lesson 
and think through about the gaps in my lesson that 
need to be plugged."
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to a certain area and it is truly valuable. 
We can adopt our peers’ best teaching 
practices, methods of data collection 
and classroom management strategies. 
Each Focused Conversation was an 
eye-opener indeed. A pivotal aspect of 
my data collection that has improved 
because of the Focused Conversation 
was using online platforms such as 
Plickers to collect data, as my peer had 
done. Not only did Plickers engage my 
students better, it also enabled me to 
collect my data seamlessly. 

Now that I am a beginning teacher and 
NIE is over, it does not mean that the 
conversations have stopped. While the 
Focused Conversations proposed by 
NIE were rich and engaging, I continue 
to participate in discussions about my 
inquiry process with my mentors and 
peers. While the setting may be more 
informal, it is still pivotal in developing 
my skills as a teacher because I review my 
lessons and find out how I can improve 
key aspects of my teaching. Acting on 
the valuable feedback of my mentors 
and peers, I see positive changes in 
how my students learn and respond to 
me during lessons. The most rewarding 
aspect of conducting inquiry is that my 
students ultimately benefit from it. 
 
GRADUAND TEACHER 
COMPETENCIES 

The Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTCs) are the envisioned skills a 
beginning teacher should possess 
upon completion of NIE. They pertain 

to three different domains: Professional 
Practice, Leadership and Management, 
and Personal Effectiveness. I will 
always remember the final Focused 
Conversation I had because we were 
required to reflect on how inquiry has 
enabled us to achieve the GTCs. 

Now, bear in mind that I began my 
teaching journey with much trepidation 
and anxiety. However, at Week 10 of my 
practicum, and looking back on how far I 
had come, I felt heartened. The power of 
inquiry was true! I had successfully used 
inquiry to achieve several GTCs. 

Providing quality learning of child 

In relation to my teaching philosophy, 
a child must be developed cognitively 
and in terms of values. Hence, midway 
through my practicum, I began reflecting 
upon whether I was teaching values in 
class. The answer was, “No!” I barely 
had time to wrap up my lessons during 
practicum, where was I going to find the 
time to teach values? Then, it dawned on 
me that I could always seek out moments 
in the day such as the ‘form teacher time’ 
to do so. The most successful experience 
I had was sharing with my students the 
importance of gratitude and getting 
them to write their responses down on 
a sticky note. Reading their responses 
was inspiring and I left the responses up 
for their classmates to look at. That day, 
my classroom climate was extra affirming 
and my students were more motivated 
during lessons because they realised 
how fortunate they were. 
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Nurturing the whole child 

Striving to be a teacher who celebrates 
my students’ little victories, I asked 
myself how I could show my students 
that I valued effort over results. Then, I 
decided to motivate my students to show 
improvement in their attitude, quality 
of work produced and effort to submit 
their work on time. I have noticed that 
this encourages my students to focus 
on the quality of their work, rather than 
just being fixated on getting the correct 
answers to questions. It also ensures that 
my students are motivated to submit 
their work on time. 

Cultivating knowledge with creative 
teaching

After teaching primary science for 
several months, I struggled to teach my 
students how to phrase their answers 
accurately in addition to teaching 

broader concepts. Five periods felt 
insufficient and I was at a loss about 
how to reach out to my students. Then, 
I reflected upon how I could find a way 
to ‘buy time’. Extra lessons? My students 
were already booked up by remedials 
and supplementary classes for other 
subjects. Then, I had a brainwave. Online 
lessons! Using the Student Learning 
Space, I created my own video lessons 
where I explained how to answer certain 
science questions and the phrasing of 
answers. I annotated on my laptop and 
uploaded a screen recording that my 
students could view. Now, I also use it 
when I want my students to review key 
concepts at home. 

PARTING WORDS

I began my teaching journey with a lot 
of uncertainty. However, if we step out of 
our ‘Oh, no!’ and venture into the ‘What 
next?’, we will see a lot of success. There 

Motivational stickers to encourage students for completing their corrections on time.
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is a positive feedback loop between 
the process of inquiry and my teacher 
identity. As I inquire into my lessons, I 
begin to refine my teaching philosophy 
and teacher identity. For example, when 
I realise that my students possess rather 
low self-esteem, I ensure that I am the 
type of teacher who focuses on their 
little successes. At the same time, my 
teaching philosophy guides my inquiry 
process. For example, the questions I 
ask about every lesson I teach are hinged 
upon my teaching philosophy: Were my 
students engaged? Did they achieve  
the lesson objectives? Am I teaching 
them values? 

I hope you can now see how the process 
of inquiry is a simple yet critical aspect of 
developing one’s teaching practice. We 
do reflect on our lessons often. However, 

A screen capture of a video lesson I created.

when our reflections are supported 
by data (evidence), we begin to look 
into how we can make changes to our 
lessons. In making these changes, we 
can then progress towards sharing our 
ideas with others and our focus shifts 
from bewilderment to taking steps 
to improve our practices. As we do it 
often, inquiry then becomes a part of 
us, and we slowly evolve into the type of 
educator who is constantly seeking out 
new ways to improve himself/herself: a 
great educator. So, what’s next for me? 
Inquire, improve, repeat! 
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8
THINGS TAKE TIMETHINGS TAKE TIME  

Seow Yee Jiat 
PGDE Secondary 2017

When I was a teenager, I never thought 
about being a teacher. I felt that teaching 
was not my cup of tea and wanted to be 
a news reporter instead. Even while I 
was pursuing my Postgraduate Diploma 
in Education (PGDE) at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE), I still couldn’t 
believe that I was going to be a teacher! 
Me? A teacher? It just sounded surreal to 
me. However, now here I am, sharing my 
humble experience with you. Life is truly 
full of surprises, isn’t it? 

I am Yee Jiat, a Chinese language 
teacher. As a Chinese language teacher, 
a common ice-breaker is to bring up the 
meaning of my name. The word ‘Yee’  
（愉yú） symbolises ‘Joy’, while ‘Jiat’  
（洁jié）means ‘Pure’. When my parents 
named me, they hoped that I would have 
a joyful life and will bring joy to people 
around me. Growing up, I looked for joy 
in everything I did. Hence, it translated 
into my teaching philosophy, ‘Joy of 
Learning’ and ‘Joy of Teaching’.

I believe that all teachers share the same 
experience, regardless of when we were 
in NIE, or where we were assigned for 

contract teaching. Everyone around us 
will suggest that we seek for our own 
teaching philosophy. To be honest, I 
didn’t have one in the first place, and 
I didn’t understand why we all should 
have one. 

However, after a year of teaching, I 
realised the significance of having a 
teaching philosophy. Being a teacher 
is about juggling hundreds of things at 
the same time—peoples’ expectations, 
students’ learning needs, students’ 
emotions, results, values, syllabus… the 
list goes on and on. Everything on the list 
is equally important. As a mere mortal, it 
is not easy to juggle so many things at the 
same time, especially as a new teacher 
that lacks experience. Hence, having a 
strong teaching philosophy serves as a 
reminder of my role as a teacher.

JOY OF LEARNING

First and foremost, I believe that 
students don’t need a perfect teacher. 
They need a happy teacher who is 
able to make them excited to come to 
school and nurture a love for learning. 
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A ‘happy teacher’ is a teacher that 
imparts positive influence on students 
and creates a positive atmosphere in 
the classroom such that students learn 
in a stress-free environment. Moreover, 
guides them to be good individuals, not 
only in academic achievements but also 
in terms of holistic development. 

I remind my students that if they were 
able to score an ‘A’ for mother tongue, 
I would be over the moon, but if 
they enjoyed my lessons and learned 
something from me, then I would 
be among the stars—metaphorically 
speaking, of course. Enjoyable lessons 
do not imply that students can do 
whatever they want in the classroom 
or not complete assignments. Rather, 
I hope that students find my lessons 
enjoyable because they truly enjoyed 
the time we spent learning together, 
progressing together, and observing 
growth under my guidance.

However, teaching is not a bed of roses. 
Practicum is when one must put into 
practice theories and pedagogies learnt 
in NIE. This is when one seeks for an 

answer within and not from so-called 
‘teaching bibles’. In short, it is a period 
when your beliefs are tested in reality. 

It was not easy, not even in retrospect. 
I vividly remember staying in school till 
the evening just to complete my lesson 
plan, waking up at 3 a.m. in the morning 
to prepare lesson materials, secretly 
crying in the school’s washroom because 
I was too clueless on how to reach all my 
students. Halfway throughout practicum, 
I felt like my teaching belief was so 
unrealistic and unsustainable, that I 
didn’t feel any joy in the classroom. It was 
as if I were trying to pull myself together 
and holding myself from breaking down 
in front of students every single day. 

I reached the lowest point of my 
practicum during Week 5 to Week 6, 
midway through my practicum journey. 
Many peers I met shared that they too 
had experienced their lowest point 
during this period. I hypothesised that 
the reason behind this is because this is 
the time when you are already familiar 
with the new working environment and 
new students, which meant that you can 

"I believe that students don’t need a perfect teacher. 
They need a happy teacher who is able to make 
them excited to come to school and nurture a love  
for learning."
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no longer deflect responsibility for being 
new. Furthermore, you are pressured to 
show results. 

After a few weeks of trying, I still 
couldn’t manage one of my classes. My 
classroom management had resulted 
in a poor outcome from my lesson 
observation. I recall looking back at 
my ‘QED52K Teaching and Managing 
Learners at Secondary / Junior College 
Level' lecture notes, just to figure out an 
effective way to manage the class better. 
I tried rules and routines, I tried being 
inclusive, I tried rapport building, I tried 
verbal and non-verbal intervention…

Nothing worked. I remember telling 
my Cooperating Teacher that, “I can’t 
feel my soul while teaching,” during 
our post-lesson observation meeting. 
I couldn’t seem to find any way to gain 
my confidence again. Soon, I found that 
I was afraid to enter the classroom. That 
was when I knew that I needed to seek 
help. I talked to my NIE Supervisor (NIES) 
over the weekend, and trust me, when 
in doubt, seek help from experienced 
teachers. It helped. My advice is to not 
try to digest your emotions alone as you 
might just end up eating a whole tub of 
ice cream like I did. 

I still remember that my NIES asked me 
this question: “Do you find difficulty in 
managing the whole class? Or just a few 
students?” These questions served as 
a wake-up call to me. We tend to only 
focus on the negatives and neglect the 
positives. “Do you believe in the ‘Law 
of Attraction’?” my NIES continued. “If 

you continue to focus on the negatives, 
eventually you will find more negativity 
to prove that your assumption is right, 
and it is very dangerous for a teacher. If 
you don’t overcome the fact that you are 
currently afraid to enter the class, things 
will just get worse.”

There was the moment I finally realised 
that to achieve ‘Joy of Learning’, I must 
first experience the ‘Joy of Teaching’ 
myself. Students are intuitive and they 
can sense if a teacher feels joy while 
teaching them. There is no way one can 
hide one’s emotions. I couldn’t expect 
students to enjoy learning while I did 
not enjoy teaching. However, it is easier 
said than done. Experiencing the ‘Joy of 
Teaching’ is not easy with forty students 
with diverse learning needs. However, 
while the classroom is always full of 
unknown circumstances and surprises, 
I am reminded that I have control over 
how I want to respond to each situation.

“Control not only one’s emotions, but 
also manage one’s expectations.” I had 
a hard time learning this. I remember 
questioning myself on many nights, 
questioning my own worth. Was it 
because I am a new teacher, hence my 
students don’t take me seriously? If I 
could travel back in time, I would tell 
myself that I need not doubt myself 
and lose confidence. I just needed to 
manage my expectations.

MANAGE YOUR EXPECTATIONS

You have expectations for your students, 
and you have expectations for yourself. 
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Starting with the students, we have 
students from different backgrounds, 
with different strengths and interests. 
For example, I had a class of Secondary 
1 Normal Technical students. When I 
first interacted with them, I soon figured 
out that they had a weak foundation 
in the Chinese language. I tried my 
best to teach them; tried to simplify 
the content in the textbook and made 
my lessons interactive and interesting. 
However, most of them still failed in their 
first Weighted Assessment. I was quite 
upset with the outcome, trying to reflect 
on what went wrong. Soon, I realised 
nothing went wrong, my students just 
needed more time. 

As of today, I am still teaching them, 
and I still try my best to teach them. 
The only thing that has changed is that 
I know I can’t expect them to absorb 
one hundred percent of what I taught 
in a short period of time. After adjusting 
my own expectations, I finally could 
experience the ‘Joy of Teaching’. After 
every lesson, we celebrate the ‘little 
successes’ together. For instance, one 
of my students, who lacked confidence 
in the Chinese language, was afraid to 
be called on by the teacher to answer 
questions. One day, he bravely raised 
his hand and responded with the correct 
answer. The class started cheering for 
him, and I noticed a big smile on his 
face. I still count this as my biggest 
achievement.

Other than expectations for students, 
there are also expectations for yourself. 
As a perfectionist, I have high self-

expectations. Soon, I found that no 
matter how much I wished I could 
manage the class, change a student, 
influence them to be good, transmit 
every piece of knowledge I know to 
them, some things just take time. It was 
not for me to solve a chronic issue in ten 
weeks. Celebrate the students’ ‘little 
successes’, but please celebrate your 
own ‘little successes’ too. 

Looking back at the one class that 
brought me to my lowest point during 
practicum, I tried my best to manage 
and engage every student in the class. 
I shared my feelings with them, telling 
them that their behaviour upset me. 
Sometimes it worked, sometimes it 
didn’t. That was perfectly normal, but 
when they were willing to cooperate, I 
took it as my own ‘little success’. 

After managing my expectations and 
looking for ‘little successes’ in every 
lesson, I started to experience the ‘Joy 
of Teaching’. I believe that my students 
experienced the ‘Joy of Learning’ with 
me too.

This was how my ten-week practicum 
journey shaped my teaching philosophy. 
I would like to thank NIE and my School 
Coordinating Mentor for arranging three 
Focused Conversations with all the NIE 
trainees. To be honest, this could be 
quite burdensome especially when you 
have lesson plans to rush for. However, it 
definitely served the purpose of bringing 
us all together, sharing our growth and 
clarifying our doubts. During these three 
Focused Conversations, we talked about 
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our teaching philosophy, our learning in 
NIE, classroom management strategies, 
motivation and instructional strategies, 
learning in school and lastly our 
portfolio sharing. While preparing for 
sharing in the Focused Conversations, 
it allowed me to slow down and think. 
Most importantly, it allowed me to 
clarify my doubts with my fellow peers 
and experienced teachers. 

Things take time, just like the ‘10,000 
Hour Rule’, which suggests that in order 

to succeed in any field, you need to 
practice it for 10,000 hours (Gladwell, 
2008). So, to all my fellow student 
teachers who are preparing yourself for 
practicum—don’t rush, things take time. 

Lastly, I would like to thank my students. 
I believe that to teach is to learn; both 
teachers and students make progress 
by learning from each other. Thank you 
all for teaching me how to be a teacher. 
To you, I am your teacher, but to me, 
you guys are my teachers too.
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9
TEACHING IS HEARTWORKTEACHING IS HEARTWORK  

Chan Jia Yu 
PGDE Primary 2017 

BACKGROUND OF MYSELF 

As a child, I'd always wanted to be a 
teacher. I picked up the traits of what I 
thought defined a teacher and practised 
them with my younger sister and cousins. 
During our free time on weekends, we 
would have role-playing sessions and 
I always role-played as ‘The Teacher’. I 
would walk up and down and around the 
room, like how teachers invigilate, give 
them homework from a page number 
to another page number, and give more 
work as I marked. I thought I was a 
teacher and I thought I taught. 

However, on the first day of the National 
Institute of Education (NIE) orientation, 
a comic strip Dr Chua Bee Leng shared 
with the Postgraduate Diploma in 
Education (PGDE) December 2017 
cohort conveyed a very important 
message that stuck with me.
 
The comic features two boys talking 
about a dog named Stripe. 

Boy A: I taught Stripe how to whistle. 
Boy B:  I don’t hear him whistling. 
Boy A: I said I taught him. I didn’t say he 

learned it. 

This comic strip highlighted a 
misconception that I used to have when 
I role-played with my 'family students'. 
I thought I was teaching, but I was not, 
until I could see learning taking place. 
This enlightenment became one of my 
teaching philosophies—to focus on my 
students’ learning. 

With this, I began my journey in 
NIE, looking for ways I could design 
purposeful lessons and activities that 
allow learning to take place. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY  
AND BELIEFS 

My teaching philosophy is that 
education should ignite every child’s 
love for learning. I aim to design 
engaging lessons that will inspire 
students to embrace and enjoy the 
learning process. 

I believe all students want to feel 
accomplished and I believe it is my role 
as a teacher to create opportunities 
for my students to experience success. 
Allowing students to feel success does 
not mean giving them simple tasks so 
that they can achieve it easily, but to 
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create tasks that are in what I learnt in 
Educational Psychology as their Zone 
of Proximal Development (ZPD). Hence, 
as a teacher, I need to understand my 
students, their areas of interests and 
the developmental stages they are at in 
order to plan my lessons appropriately. 

I believe that every child can learn. A 
quote I always remind myself of is: “If 
a child can’t learn the way we teach, 
maybe we should teach the way they 
learn.” This belief brings my focus from 
teaching to my students’ learning. It is 
also my role as a teacher to model the 
love for learning. I am wary of the kind 
of language I use and offer my students 
alternative ways to think when I catch 
them using phrases of a fixed mindset. 

Most importantly, I believe teaching is 
about building relationships. Every child 
deserves to feel valued. Hence, I make 
the effort to learn all of my students’ 
names and connect with them beyond 
the classroom.

MY PRACTICUM EXPERIENCE AND 
INQUIRY PROCESS 

As an art specialist teacher, I did my  
ten-week practicum at Clementi Primary 
School. During practicum, I engaged in  
the inquiry process after every 
lesson. Below are some of the 
questions I asked and discussed with 
my Cooperating Teacher (CT) and 
School Coordinating Mentor (SCM) 
during Focused Conversations, which 
helped me reflect and revise my 
lessons to improve on my teaching  
and learning. 

Q: Why did I lose my students 
towards the end of the lesson even 
though they were engaged in the 
beginning? 

One lesson I remember vividly was 
the first lesson I conducted with my 
Primary 4 class. It was the first lesson of 
the Ceramics module and I decided to 
use plasticine to introduce one of the 
handbuilding techniques—pinching. 
They had to create the form shown in a 
given period of time. The lesson started 
well as students were all excited by the 
challenges. With the timer shown on 
the screen, all students followed the 
lesson closely and gave their best. 

However, after the plasticine challenge, 
I lost more than half the class when I 
moved on to introduce the theme with 
a video. Right after the lesson, I shared 
with my CT how I felt about my lesson. 
I reflected on both what I felt went well 
and what didn’t. I was glad to observe 
the high level of engagement but also 
experienced how it can drop almost 
instantaneously if the lesson was not 
well-planned enough. My CT advised 
me to pay more attention to the way I 
want to close my lessons in a way that 
can help students consolidate what 
they have learnt and help me assess 
my students’ learning. Working on the 
same lesson for another class, I thought 
through about the different lesson 
closure techniques we learnt in NIE 
and decided to use a self-assessment 
checklist and reflection to wrap up  
my lesson. 
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Self-assessment checklist.

I used to think that lesson closure was  
to summarise what was taught. From this 
experience, I learnt that closure is a very 
important part of the lesson because it 
helps students organise and review what 
they have learnt. It is also crucial because 
when the task for lesson closure is set 
meaningfully, it serves as an assessment 
of teaching and learning and provides 
information to me on the areas that  
I will have to address to close the 
learning gap. 

Q: How can I keep young children 
focused for three consecutive periods? 

Art lessons for Primary 1 and Primary 
2 in Clementi Primary School are three 
periods consecutively. It seemed like 
good news for me at the start because 
I would have more time to conduct my 
art lesson. However, it soon dawned 
upon me that as they are young children, 

they might have shorter attention 
spans. How can I engage them for three  
consecutive periods? 

With this question in mind and my 
inquirer lens on, I observed a Primary 2 
art lesson. The art lesson had activities 
that were broken up into smaller tasks. 
As a result, students were clear of what 
to do and the well-paced activities 
kept the students engaged. Young 
students also got to sit on the floor to 
listen and get back to their seats to 
work at suitable intervals. Movement is 
believed to increase blood and oxygen 
flow. I observed that this really helped 
the children to stay engaged. At the 
end of the lesson, it definitely did not 
feel like 1.5 hours had passed. The 
Primary 2 students followed the lesson 
very closely and were still full of energy 
and excitement at the end of the lesson. 

BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY 84



Q: How can I communicate learning 
targets and expectations in an engaging 
and empowering way that will help my 
students learn? 

In one of my NIE modules—Curriculum 
and Assessment in Art, I learnt about 
Sadler’s indispensable conditions for 
learning and improvement. The key 
questions to be answered which will help 
students’ learning and improvement 
are: “Where am I going?”, “Where am I 
now?” and “How can I close the gap?” I 
wanted to apply this knowledge explicitly 
during practicum with my Primary 5 
students. They were about to start 
their printmaking module and I would 
take over the classes from the second 
lesson onwards. In lesson one, students 
explored freely with paint and objects like 
rubber bands and plastic forks to create 
prints. I thought about giving them 
rubrics with student-friendly language to 
communicate my expectations about the 

quality that they should strive to achieve. 
However, I asked myself: How else could 
I communicate learning targets and 
expectations in a more empowering and 
engaging way? 

I thought about the skills and process 
that would get students to focus on 
discerning the quality of artworks. I 
was also informed by the educational 
theories that were introduced to us in 
the Educational Psychology module 
about social constructivism. According 
to Vygotsky, social interaction allows 
students to learn from each other and 
Piaget thought that learning needs to 
be authentic to be effective (Eggen & 
Kauchak, 2013). Hence, in the second 
lesson, I decided to get my students to 
work in groups and role-play as a group 
of art curators. With the exploratory work 
they did in the first lesson, I selected a 
few that were different and gave a set of 
artworks to each group. 

Example of a set of works each group received.
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Each group of student art curators was 
given a set of three artworks and were 
tasked to rank the artworks and state 
their reasons for their choices. 

They were engaged in a discussion and 

investigated what made a good print to 
them. Although they had differing views, 
different groups deconflicted in different 
ways. Some included all perspectives 
while some talked it out and agreed  
on one.

Students working in groups and ranking artworks. 

Examples of students’ responses. 
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As they thought about and expressed 
the reasons for their choices, they were 
already reflecting on the qualities of 
good prints. The groups took turns to 
share with the class their criteria for their 
rankings and we agreed that there were 
some common reasons such as clarity 
and neatness. With that, the qualities 
they picked up became the criteria that 
I would assess their prints on. Having 
experienced that, students developed 
a clearer understanding of the learning 
targets for that printmaking module. 

For this lesson’s closure, I wanted 
students to have a meaningful takeaway. 
Hence, I experimented with getting 
students to reflect on “Where am I now? 
And how can I close the gap?” Looking 
at their own exploratory work, students 
wrote down how they could improve 
on their prints and printing process.  
I felt heartened as I read their reflections 
because it showed me that they were 
able to self-assess and take ownership 
of their own learning and artmaking 
process. 

Reflections on where they are now and how they can close the gap.
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Q: What can I do to guide my students to 
be self-directed and reflective learners? 

I don’t want to just teach art. I want 
to teach students. I want to teach my 
students to be self-directed learners, to 
be able to assess their own learning and 
their work. With this aspiration, I began 
looking around for inspiration. How do 
we as adults keep track of things? What 
kind of tools can help us reflect and 
record our progress? Aha! Maybe I can 
design a tracker that allows students 
to pen down observations about their 
prints. Maybe a tracker that enables 

students to view their progress at one 
glance and to observe possible trends? 
Most importantly, a tracker that allows 
students to reflect on their artmaking 
process and make modifications to 
better their work. Hence, I created a 
‘Printmaking Progress Tracker’! 

As this was my first time creating a 
reflective tool in this form, I wanted to 
make it as straightforward and simple as 
possible. I thought about the main areas 
that could influence how a print turns out 
and decided to put paint and pressure as 
the two key variables. 
 

Example of how my student used the Printmaking Progress Tracker to improve her process.
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Students used this progress tracker to 
reflect on the clarity of their prints. After 
determining if the print was clear or 
unclear, students would reflect on their 
process in the two aspects. One student 
reflected that her second print was 
unclear because she used too little paint 
and pressure. With conscious reflection, 
she was able to modify her process and 
improve on her work. Not only did this 
tracker help students to self-assess, I was 
also able to assess how accurate their 
self-assessments were. More importantly, 
as I wanted to guide students to be self-
directed and reflective learners, I had to 
give them the time and space to practise 
and try again. Gradually, students were 
observed to be in more control of their 
artmaking process as they reflected, 
made modifications and improved.

MY TEACHER IDENTITY 

I see myself as a learning designer; 
designing lessons, designing learning 
experiences and the learning environment 
for my students. I am very appreciative 
that I was given the space, time and 
opportunity by my CT to explore ideas 
I had during my practicum. I am also 
thankful that my CT was always there to 
discuss how we could refine ideas. 

Through my practicum, I learnt that just 
having ideas was not sufficient. I need to 

hold loosely to the ideas, test them out, 
analyse what worked and what could be 
improved. In other words, it is integral 
to constantly engage in the inquiry 
process as no two lessons will be exactly 
the same although they are planned 
for students in the same primary level. 
Similarly, no two individuals are identical 
in their learning development. 

What kind of learning designer do  
I strive to be? 

1. I strive to design lessons that are 
progressive to build students’ 
sense of self-efficacy. 

2. I strive to design learning 
experiences that are innovative 
and authentic to instil in my 
students the joy of learning. 

3. I strive to design learning 
environments that are safe and 
effective for my students to fail, 
learn and grow in. 

Design learning progressions
 
Learning progression is a teaching 
concept that was introduced in the 
‘Curriculum and Assessment in Art’ 
module in NIE. It refers to purposeful 
sequencing of learning experiences 
to help students get to where we plan 
for them to be. I want to try to foresee 
obstacles my students may face and 

"I see myself as a learning designer; designing lessons, 
designing learning experiences and the learning 
environment for my students."
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scaffold lessons to help them learn. My 
lessons will also allow my students to 
practise and investigate the topic and/
or materials before they express and 
create. I am also committed to look 
out for areas that my students may be 
struggling or require more help in and 
exercise flexibility to address them. 

Design innovative and authentic 
learning experiences
 
I want to work on being innovative 
in designing learning experiences so 
that my students can learn in a fun and 
engaging way. I also want them to learn 
in ways that can build the soft skills they 
will require in their life. 

Design safe and effective learning 
environments 
 
My classroom will be a place where 
mistakes are celebrated and productive 
mess is embraced. I believe that mistakes 
can become important experiences 
when we reflect and learn from them. 
On top of the psychological aspect, I 

also want to improve on the way I set 
up my physical environment to aid my 
students’ learning. 

Below are snippets of my practicum 
journey that influenced my teacher 
identity and my attempts at being the 
kind of learning designer I want to be. 

Fig. 1: Brainstorm and sketch out a 
few ideas. Test the feasibility of their 
idea with plasticine and reflect on 
the difficulties they faced. As some 
students drew designs that might be 
too challenging to handle (thin and long 
legs at the base with a relatively big 
body), I saw the importance of letting 
them experience making their designs 
with plasticine so that they know how to 
improve on their process and/or what 
they should include or exclude from 
their design.

Fig. 2: Experience and investigate how 
textures can be created with wall putty 
and palette knife before students use 
them to express and create their artwork 
(as shown in Fig. 3)

Fig. 1: Brainstorming, sketching and testing 
out ideas.

Fig. 2: Investigating how textures can be created.
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Fig. 3: Students’ artwork.

Fig. 4: Visual rubrics on wall thickness and surface balance.

Fig. 5: Visual rubrics on clarity and presentation.

Fig. 4 and 5: Instead of giving my 
students rubrics with wordy descriptors, 
I created visual rubrics and added 
students’ works for them to compare and 
determine which level they were in and 
how the next level should look like. 

All in all, I want to be a learning designer 
that puts my students at the heart of 
everything I do. My teacher identity 
stems from my motivation to do my best 
to help my students learn, grow and be 
the best they can be.
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Fig. 6: Consolidating learning on the digital portfolio.

MY DIGITAL PORTFOLIO 

Through creating my digital portfolio, I 
had the opportunity to consolidate my 

learning from my NIE modules. It helped 
me prepare for my practicum as I could 
easily refer to my takeaways as seen in 
Fig. 6 and 7. 

Fig. 7: Slides from NIE classes on digital portfolio for easy reference.
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This digital portfolio not only served me 
well during my practicum, it is also a site 
that supports me as I continue using 
and updating it after my practicum. It is 
a platform where I upload content that 
inspires me (Fig. 8). 

As I begin my teaching journey 
post-practicum, there will be many 
professional development opportunities 
such as beginning teacher courses and 
sharing during school contact time. My 
digital portfolio will be the platform 
where I will document my learning and 
track my progress over time. 

TEACHING IS HEARTWORK 

It is a privilege to be influencing young 
lives every single day. On top of being 
a teacher that designs student-centred 
learning experiences, I want to be a 
teacher who cares. 

In order for students to better benefit 
from the hard work we put into teaching, 
I believe that we need to engage 
students’ hearts. When students feel the 
connection and care, they will be more 
receptive to our teaching. As the saying 
goes, “Students don’t care how much 
you know until they know how much  
you care.” 

Fig. 8: Content that inspires me.
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IT TAKES A VILLAGE TO RAISE A TEACHERIT TAKES A VILLAGE TO RAISE A TEACHER  

Gideon Ren 
PGDE PE Primary 2018 

A BRIEF BACKGROUND

I vaguely remember that I did not 
consider teaching as a childhood 
ambition. (My childhood ambition 
was to be Prime Minister of Singapore 
or a lawyer). Teaching was a calling 
I discovered only after my National 
Service days. It started off as a casual 
agreement to work as a relief teacher 
(teaching geography) for a year in a 
secondary school and from there, my 
interest in teaching took off. 

Along the way, I did try to apply for 
teaching, but I did not get in, so I 

went into other jobs and eventually 
found a route into education and that 
was through being an Allied Educator 
(Teaching and Learning). During my 
stint of being an Allied Educator, I took 
the opportunity to pursue a degree in 
English and Sociology with Singapore 
University of Social Sciences (SUSS). 
A couple of years later, I applied for 
teaching again and I started my contract 
teaching stint with a primary school in 
the west before I began Teacher Training 
at National Institute of Education (NIE). 
I did my final teaching practicum at 
Endeavour Primary School (EDPS) which 
is also where I teach at currently. 

A PE Lesson on Run Relays with a Primary 5 class in EDPS.
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I decided to be a physical education 
(PE) teacher because I am avid about 
sports and also because I have always 
been inspired by a PE teacher I had 
in secondary school. Miss Susan Lim 
also happened to be my co-curricular 
activities teacher for cross-country/track 
and field. She was instrumental in helping 
me cultivate discipline and perseverance 
by not giving up on me even though I 
was in very low form due to injury. The 
values she helped me cultivate and live 
out have enabled me to persevere and 
finally become a teacher. 

FORMATION OF MY TEACHING 
PHILOSOPHY

Though I have spent a considerable 
number of years in education as an 
Allied Educator, I have never formally 
considered my teaching philosophy. It 
was through the Postgraduate Diploma 
in Education (PGDE) course that I had to 
really sit and put my teaching philosophy 
into words. Initially, I did not quite 

understand the aim of crafting a teaching 
philosophy. As I reflected on the process, 
I realised that my teaching philosophy 
serves as more than just an assignment 
piece or a marketing article. My teaching 
philosophy acted as a mirror for me. It 
serves as a memorial that reminds me of 
the purpose of education and also what 
is most important to me, not only as an 
educator but also as a person. 

I have come to learn that we always 
teach out of who we are, not only what 
we have learnt in NIE. Every educator 
is unique just as we purport that every 
child is unique. Each and every one of us 
brings a different value to the teaching 
fraternity. What that means is that our 
teaching philosophies are going to 
be uniquely crafted. In the process of 
considering our values, we also learn 
to pay attention to the growth of our 
inner life and that allows us to carry 
our values positively. As we mature in 
our competencies through professional 
development, we also develop as 

"My teaching philosophy acted as a mirror for me. It serves as a 
memorial that reminds me of the purpose of education and also 
what is most important to me, not only as an educator but also 
as a person."

"I have come to learn that we always teach out of who we are, not 
only what we have learnt in NIE. Every educator is unique just as 
we purport that every child is unique. Each and every one of us 
brings a different value to the teaching fraternity." 
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educators in our character to manage 
our values towards positive outcomes 
in the places we serve in and also in the 
lives that we interact with. 

For example, when I first started 
off, I believed in an orderly learning 
environment. This stems from my need 
for structure and routines. While that 
sounds reasonable, it lacks nuance. As 
I continued to experiment with different 
routines and structures, I have come 
to nuance the idea of structure into 
meaningful structures that will facilitate 
learning. I think the difference is first, 
I started off with the idea of having 
routines for the sake of having them 
because everyone else says there is a 
need for it. As I connected the theory and 
practice, I realised I have to be mindful 
of every unique classroom environment 
and nuance the way I execute the 
routines, simply because every learning 
environment is unique. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY: 
MOULDING LIVES THROUGH ACTIVE 
LIVING

My teaching philosophy can be 
summarised by the belief in making 
learning authentic and meaningful. As 
we engage actively in life trying to make 
sense of what works and what does not, 
I believe that physical education is more 
than just play, but also making sense of 
the wonders of our physical abilities and 
the purpose of physical capabilities. 
While experimenting and learning more 
about our physical self, we discourse on 
the values of our decisions and actions. 

Education is not just about imparting 
knowledge for industrial purposes, it 
also helps to inform children about their 
unique passions and interests. It helps 
them to discover self-worth and their 
value-add to the community wherever 
they are planted in. As an educator, I 
believe in helping to nurture them by 
watering through encouragement and 
ploughing the soil through breaking 
grounds of discovery. 

I always believe in helping children to 
cultivate curious minds and to keep a 
spirit of continuous learning. As such, 
I believe in making learning joyful and 
respectful at the same time. Children 
learn best when they learn by choice. 
I hope to encourage that positive 
choice as much as possible. It is then 
a responsibility to cultivate the spirit 
of learning myself as we cannot teach 
children what we do not believe in or 
know. It is in those experiences that I 
also become more aware of myself and 
as such am able to share my reflections 
with the lives I meet with. Education 
must be life-giving and I aim to always 
impart life through knowledge. 

CHALLENGES: THE TEACHER’S 
GROWTH OPPORTUNITIES

While I could take comfort in the fact 
that I have been serving in the secondary 
education sector for a while, the task of 
teaching in a primary school posed a 
whole new challenge for me. A key area 
which I wanted to grow in was engaging 
young learners and help them to really 
enjoy learning physical education. I do 
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not take for granted that even though 
young kids love PE a lot, poorly enacted 
lessons can easily disengage learners, 
and if they are disengaged, they often 
will choose to sit out (using whatever 
valid reasons they can think of). 

I decided to focus on increasing 
motivation and upscaling my 
instructional strategies to engage young 
learners during PE lessons. I wanted to 
be able to maintain clarity, which in turn 
will maintain motivation. 

As I thought through my first few lessons, 
I reflected that I tend to say a lot. The 
common myth in clarity is detailing but 
I have come to realise that clarity can 
be achieved through simplicity. This 
plays well into PE lessons because one 
important aspect of the lesson is also 
to allow students more time to practice 
and refine the skills. As an educator, 
there is a need for me to empathise 
with the young learners about receiving 
instructions on the activities or games 
that they are playing. I decided to use 
the 5W1H model to help me process the 
possible answers they would need to 
properly embark on any activity. In PE, 
children are always wondering about the 
following: 

1. What am I doing?

2. Why am I doing this?

3. Where am I doing this?

4. Who am I doing it with?

5. How am I doing this?

6. When do I start playing?

(Quite a list, right?)

If any of these concerns are not 
addressed or over-addressed, it can 
lead to ambiguity or information 
overload. Since children face limitations 
in retaining information, they will 
likely be lost, which leads to sluggish 
movement, disengagement, boredom, 
and this can give rise to disruptive 
behaviours. Therefore, I wanted to learn 
how to present instructions and engage 
children in the most constructive manner 
possible. 

CREATING AN ENGAGING 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Therefore, I have taken the liberty to 
read up on what it means to create 
an engaging learning environment 
using clarity. “The Skillful Teacher” by 
Saphier and Gower provides a useful 
framework to encapsulate all the various 
strategies I have experimented with. 
Also, I have learnt to deploy multi-
modal communication which can bring 
about clarity. The most common mode 
of presentation and giving instructions 
is through audio means, but visual 
presentations can vastly increase the 
rate of reception when students use their 
visual capacities to receive information. 

FRAMING THE LEARNING: FIRST 
THINGS FIRST

Practicum is an extremely precious 
process where student teachers connect 
theory and practice. Until this day, I am 
still extremely grateful for one of the 
first pieces of feedback I received from 
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my NIE Supervisor during my teaching 
practice (TP) 1, Ms Dianna Thor. When I 
started off in practicum, I used to pass 
off the learning outcomes in the syllabus 
as lesson outcomes. Though I knew  
that some learning outcomes take more 
than one lesson to finish, I would just 
write the same goals for the second 
lesson. I mentally knew what to do and 
was quite fluid in managing the items for 
practice. 

One of the most common struggles 
that student teachers face is over-
planning and I suffered from that as 
well. It stemmed from the fact that I did 
not properly break down the items and 
the developmental processes from the 
learning outcomes. So, on that fateful 
observation, Ms Dianna thoughtfully 
asked me, “What is the outcome of the 
lesson that you would like students to 
achieve?” I remember I felt like that was 
a rhetorical question as I had already 
written the Unit Outcome on the lesson 

plan. That was when I realised that 
students have to be clear of what they 
are learning to do within that 60-minute 
lesson, otherwise they are going to be 
confused about the purpose of the 
activities. 

This was when I researched methods 
that I could use to explicitly present 
lesson objectives. This was a piece of 
feedback that Ms Dianna gave, and 
it has stuck with me till today, even 
past TP2. I found a strategy that I was 
very familiar with and that was the use 
of W.A.L.T statements. Also, in the 
family of statements are T.I.B (This is 
Because—Purpose) and W.I.L.F (What 
I’m Looking For—Success Criteria). 
During TP2, I took the liberty to expand 
on this family of statements for the 
purpose of recalling and connecting the 
learnings of previous lessons. They are 
W.H.L.P (We Have Learnt Previously) 
and W.L.O.F (We’ll Look Out For—for 
Safety/Affective Goals). 

Using of WALT Statements.
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PRESENTING INFORMATION

One of the major barriers I had in 
conducting PE lessons was with 
communicating various types of 
information. During lessons, there will 
always be the use of markers to signpost 
the activity set-up. After which, you will 
have to explain how students should 
interact with the set-up. This is where 
schematic diagrams are useful to help 
students visualise the set-up and also 
their movement and required execution. 
Other than the board, one of my 
Cooperating Teachers (CT), Mr Suhardi, 
suggested that I could also use prototype 
models as well. This is especially useful 
when the activity area is very big, like the 
entire school field. During that particular 
lesson, I was teaching relays to a Primary 
5 class and it was helpful that they had 
visual representations. I used magnets as 
manipulatives to describe the flow of the 
relay as well. 

Also, when possible, it is helpful to 
borrow terminologies from another 
subject matter so that they are able to 
draw reference and reinforce meanings 
as well. In this case, I borrowed the term 
“Amoeba” from science to describe 
the dynamics of a tag-game. In other 
instances, I have also used movements 
related to anime characters such as 
Naruto to explain the finishing concept in 
sprint events. When I mentioned “Naruto 
Run”, the children got excited. Beyond 
the excitement was the instantaneous 
light-up of understanding because it’s a 
familiar cultural element to them. 

CREATING MENTAL ENGAGEMENT

While it is common to create 
engagement through physical activities, 
it is paramount that physical educators 
stay fast to the duty of physical  

Presenting information and instruction using analogy and diagrams.
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education and not just facilitate physical 
activities. Therefore, it is also vital that I 
engage the students mentally by virtues 
of questioning. During the practicum, I 
had the privilege of getting the help of 
the PE monitor from my Primary 5 class 
to create activity visuals and media. 

I was able to use the visuals to showcase 
good execution of the items in the 
NAPFA assessment. Using a student 
demonstration as an example, it not only 
allows students to exercise compare and 
contrast, but it also provides a sense of 
relatedness and connectedness which 
helps to increase student engagement. 
Coupled with the use of the W.I.L.F 
statements (Success Criteria), it created 
a climate of mastery as there were 
clear indicators given to the students 
for success and mastery. This promotes 
effort and hard work. The students were 
also able to take learning and practice at 
their own pace. 

In a lower primary class, I was able to 
explore the use of manipulatives to assist 
in creating mental engagement. The 
health education class was conducted 
in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and I wanted to help the younger 
children to understand the impact of a 
viral pandemic as well as the importance 
of exercising good hygiene habits. I 
handed out cutouts of virus cartoons 
and explained how the virus can spread 
when we do not exercise appropriate 
distancing as well as contact. The 
students became very excited and 
engaged as some of them actually 
exuded emotional responses towards 
being handed a virus cartoon card. This 

was an example of how children enjoy 
learning through active processes. The 
virus cartoon cards used were concrete 
experiential tools which represented an 
abstract viral spread. 

GETTING INSIDE STUDENTS’ HEADS 
(COGNITIVE EMPATHY)

For formal lesson observations, my CTs 
and NIES gave similar feedback which 
was to assess understanding. There were 
times when I did not make sure that the 
students understood my instructions; I just 
sent them off to the activity spaces later 
to find out that confusion clouded them. 

That was when I decided to also use 
visual aids to help me check for their 
understanding. This happened before, 
during and after lessons. I did not 
want to rely on the assumption that 

Cards with cartoons like this were used to help 
represent abstract ideas.

Recall of learning.
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the students learnt or knew something 
just because I have said it. I needed to 
ensure effectiveness in communication, 
not just efficiency. Therefore, I explored 
approaches like “Making Thinking 
Visible”. For example, for lesson recall, 
I would leave blanks in the points that I 
write on the board and ask students to 
answer what should be in the blanks. 
These are usually critical cue words 
related to the movements or concepts. 
When students gave ambiguous or 
unclear phrases, this gave me an 
opportunity to unscramble confusion.

This process helps to clarify learning 
across lessons and students found it 
helpful to remember the concepts better. 

CONSOLIDATING AND ANCHORING 
LEARNING

Finally, one of the most critical roles of 
the educator is to help students not just 
learn but cultivate the habits of learning. 
One of the habits that students should 
pick up on is to be able to reflect on 
their own learning. Before they can 
reflect, they should be able to track the 
progression of their own learning and 
performance. This helps to promote 
autonomy in learning. 

During NIE, we learnt how to harness 
technology to facilitate meaningful 
learning. During this practicum, I wanted 
to explore how technology can be used 
as a tool for self-reflection. I decided to 
then create magnetic Plickers. Plickers 
are commonly used as a student-
response tool. The responses helped 
me to track student performance, which 

then helps me to create differentiated 
tasks for the students in the various 
performance bands. When we create 
differentiation within the classroom 
according to motor readiness, it helps 
to promote appropriate group learning 
pace, which has a great impact on 
motivation towards learning.

THE TEACHER AS AN EMPATHETIC 
COMMUNICATOR

During the NIE days, the learning from 
the various modules surrounded what it 
means to be efficacious. The first phase of 
learning entails the learning of academic 
subjects, curriculum courses as well as 
educational theories and practices. The 
teaching practices provide a contextual 
paradigm to the learning because 
ultimately, we are teaching children and 
not just subjects. 

Furthermore, just within a school, there 
are many environmental contexts. I have 
come to discover that while classes 
are generally grouped according to 
learning readiness, there is still a great 
diversity present in a group of thirty to 
forty students. Therefore, I cannot be 
“tone-deaf” to diversity as much as I 
recognise that I believe in equal tasks 
and opportunities. I think I am learning 
to unpack equality not on the terms of 
my teaching but on the terms of their 
learning. 

After each lesson, the inquiry process 
helps me to reflect on how I can reach 
out to more students. Beyond being 
effective and efficient, I realised that 
being an empathetic communicator 
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is just as important in an age where 
diversity is stretching its definition. This 
particular learning was started off when I 
had the opportunity to embark on an NIE 
SALT (Service and Leadership Training) 
trip to Bhutan. It was such an eye-opener 
as I, alongside other student-teachers, 
had to accustom to teaching in a very 
different social context. I remember 
and also appreciate the evenings which 
we spent to reflect on the lessons and 
interactions with the Bhutanese children 
and teachers. That was when I realised 
that the core of teaching is the learner. 
As teachers, we have the duty of care to 
serve our learners. It is not how well we 
articulate our teaching script; it is how 
well we help them learn. 

Maintaining the digital portfolio has also 
helped me to reflect and consolidate on 
my learning. I have come to appreciate 
the value of keeping a portfolio because 
it really helps me to jog back the inquiry 
processes that I have spent in all the 
modules during the two years in NIE. 
At this point, I would like to encourage 
all current student teachers who are 
reading this to always be proactive in 
upkeeping your digital portfolio because 

it can be quite overwhelming to create 
and populate a portfolio with all the rich 
learnings you have acquired in NIE just 
before your teaching practices. Beyond 
getting a pass for the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) course, the 
portfolio is really for yourself to deepen 
your inquiry and reflection experience. It 
is an essential process even for trained 
teachers except that documentation 
takes on the form of professional 
development conversations. 

CONCLUSION & 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: “IT TAKES 
A VILLAGE TO RAISE A TEACHER, AS 
MUCH AS A CHILD.”

During teaching training, I had always 
heard that it takes a village to raise a 
child. But as a trained teacher that has 
graduated from NIE, I realised that 
it takes a village to raise a teacher. 
The mantra of the teacher is always to 
continuously teach, learn and grow. We 
will still continue to make mistakes, but it 
is vital that we learn to grow from them. 
Our students always deserve a better 
version of ourselves each passing day. 
From here on, I know my responsibilities 
will increase and it will continue to 
be so that we reflect on every task we 
undertake. I will need to learn to take 
them on with joy as my students watch 
me. I want them to take on learning with 
joy as well. 

I have so many people to thank and 
I attribute the joys and success of my 
journey to them. They make my journey 
so much more enjoyable and pleasant. 
Firstly, I would like to thank all the NIE 

Picture of me addressing a group of Bhutanese 
students during SALT trip.
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faculty whom I have learnt so much 
from. I am fortunate to have learnt from 
some of the very best. Their passion for 
education inspires me. Secondly, I would 
like to thank my CTs from Endeavour 
Primary School—Mdm Cynthia Ong, 
Mr Suhardi and Mr Yaidi for the great 
guidance. I have benefitted from the 
difficult and hard questions that my 
CTs (especially Mr Yaidi) have asked to 
help me reflect deeper into the craft of 
teaching physical education. 

I am also thankful to the other teachers in 
the PE department for being so patient with 
me while I learn to manage space usage 
during my teaching practice. I would like 
to thank my School Coordinating Mentor 
(SCM) Mrs Adriel Ow Yong for being such 
a caring figure who made sure that I had 
everything I needed to have a smooth 
practicum. I would also like to thank the 
school leaders of Endeavour Primary 
School, Mr Thomas Koh, Mr Razali and 
Ms Chua Hui Pin for the support and care 
rendered. I cannot help but say I was very 
blessed with a supportive environment. 
There were many other staff from the 
other departments who have cheered me 
on as well. 

I would like to extend gratitude to my 
NIES for my final practicum, Mr Gerald 
Boh, for the kind guidance. I appreciate 
how you have always put me at ease 
during our formal observations. Also, I 
would like to thank Mr Michael Kwok, my 
mentor (from my contract school) who 
has been constantly watching out for 
me even after I moved on to NIE. I have 
been spoilt by your generosity when it 
comes to sharing about your experience 
and knowledge. 

Finally, I want to thank my NIE classmates 
for being such great support. I have 
learnt something from each and every 
one of you. Especially to my learning 
and project group mates, Francis, 
Jin Lun, Yi Cong and Yong Yuan. I am 
grateful for the discussions about our 
subject matter and the life we shared. 
You all have sharpened me in ways that 
most people would wish for and I am 
thankful I have had that privilege. 

Truly, as I partake in the privilege to be 
part of a village to raise and educate 
children, I also revel in the privilege of 
being supported by others to lead, care 
and inspire.

My NIE group mates. My SCM and CTs from EDPS.
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THE JOURNEY OF AN INQUIRING MINDTHE JOURNEY OF AN INQUIRING MIND  

Selvi Ramasamy 
Diploma in Education (Primary) 2018 

I graduated from junior college and 
applied for English and Tamil teaching 
with the National Institute of Education 
(NIE) to no avail. After several 
rejections without even being given an  
opportunity to be interviewed, I 
applied for pre-school teaching and 
worked myself from an assistant 
teacher to a Principal. After nearly 
23 years, I had the opportunity to 

be an Allied Educator (Teaching and 
Learning) in a primary school. I was  
co-teaching English for 8 years and was 
encouraged by my Principal and Vice-
Principals to take up Tamil teaching. I 
was accepted after going through an 
interview and an entry proficiency test 
in Tamil. It was a 34-year dream come 
true for me and I owe it to the trust my 
school leaders had in me.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

Fig. 1: My teaching philosophy.
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I have always wanted to bring forth the 
love of learning in my students. Only 
when there is love in anything we do will 
we be able to learn, and be confident 
to make mistakes and learn from them. 
Without love, it takes a single failure to 
daunt a budding learner. 

For a learner to love what he is learning, 
he needs to be served with what interests 
him. That is why I chose the analogy 
of recipes that I try out in the kitchen. 
Likewise, the lesson plan I design should 
suit the learners’ needs. It is impossible 
to provide differentiated instructions to 
all the students in my class. However, by 
studying the students’ profile, organising 
a well-planned lesson and by building 
healthy student-teacher relationships, 
differentiated instruction can be made 
possible in my classes.
 
How will I know if my students have been 
served the right dish? Both formative 
and summative assessments provide me 
with a good direction as I can fine-tune 
my recipe to better suit their taste in the 
next lesson.

THE RECIPE OF MY TEACHING 
PHILOSOPHY 

I had a five-month stint as a contract 
teacher before I was enrolled in NIE. 
That gave me an opportunity to try out 
various strategies to reach out to the 
wide spectrum of students I worked with. 
With the help of my school leaders and 
the subject coordinator, I tried several 

strategies to make myself understood 
by the students. There were students 
who were from non-Tamil speaking 
backgrounds, some with parents who 
were fluent in the language and some 
who were in between. 

This situation taught me the importance 
of designing the lessons to suit each 
student so that they all could participate. 
I made their peers read to them and I 
got them to repeat in their own words 
what their peers have expressed. I had 
them lead the class in group work and 
peer work. These activities gave them 
a chance to build their confidence. I 
had pull-out sessions with them after 
assigning work to the class so that I 
could check for understanding in a non-
threatening environment. 

Furthermore, the use of ICT gave 
shy students a chance to express 
themselves without drawing too much 
attention. For instance, when I used 
Quizizz as an assessment-for-learning 
tool, there was clear evidence of a 
display of confidence from the ‘quiet’ 
learners. Above all, I acknowledged 
every small step they took by coming 
up with a reward system. They got to 
choose a sticker which was pasted on 
a reward card. They were rewarded 
along with their peers for achievements 
made holistically, not just for the Tamil 
language. As "every teacher is a CCE 
teacher", I instil in the students the 
importance of character development 
as we journey together.1 

1CCE: Citizenship and Civics Education. See https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/speeches/address-by-mr-heng-swee-keat-
-minister-for-education--at-the-7th-teachers--conference-2014--on-tuesday--3-june-2014--at-950-am--suntec-city- 
convention-centre--ballroom-1
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THE INGREDIENTS OF MY TEACHING 
PHILOSOPHY 

I discovered that a good lesson 
plan does not equate to adequate 
comprehension by students. At times, I 
was daunted. I put in precious hours into 
planning and creating resources that I 
thought were engaging for the students, 
but the lessons did not turn out the way I 
hoped they would. The students needed 
more examples, or my explanations were 
not clear enough. I was advised by my 
mentors, Cooperating Teachers (CTs) and 
school leaders on how to use my energy 
effectively to engage what interests the 
students and ignites their enthusiasm to 
discover, instead of assuming the things 
that will interest them. 

These were incidences that made me 
think about my lesson plans in a different 
light. When I referred to the Reflective 
Practice Model in my digital portfolio, I 
wanted to know more about myself first. 
Where did I need improvement? Does 
an elaborate lesson plan with creative 
resources guarantee that the lesson 
will be successful? Do I have enough 
knowledge about my students and  
their needs?

These incidences made me relook into 
my teaching philosophy. When I stopped 
to reflect, I was able to observe, re-plan 
and act. The Reflective Practice yielded 
positive results as the revised lesson 
went so well that the students took the 
lead and helped one another. 

ISSUES AND CHALLENGES

During my very first teaching practice, 
I was to observe my CTs for two weeks 
to get to know my students and the 
approaches that the CTs were using. 
While I was getting accustomed to the 
classes and the school procedures, I 
started having doubts regarding how 
I was going to engage the students 
effectively and ensure that I complete 
the syllabus for the three weeks I was 
attached. There were many ‘time-
stealers’. For example, the students had 
to transit from classes, they had snack 
breaks, classroom maintenance time, et 
cetera. I had to ensure that I kept all these 
in mind while I kept to the structured 
lesson plans that I had prepared. 

During one of the first weeks of 
observation, when the CT was reading 
a storybook to the students, she asked 
a very open-ended question: “How 
do you know you have friends who are 
sincere?” It was a ‘wow!’ moment for 
me and I logged it into my reflection as 
the class was stumped and there was 
a silence… a silence that was rather 
thought-provoking for the students, I 
could see. The teacher went on to put 
the students at ease by saying, “Keep 
that question in mind and you can reply 
when ready.” 

This approach made me search within 
myself and completely changed 
my mindset that all questions need 
immediate answers, at least a yes or no. 
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No, that was not the case. We thought 
together. I cannot find out if I have 
sincere friends unless situations arise 
to prove it. The students related their 
personal stories and the lesson ended 
on a very positive note. I thought that it 
was very well-related to the theme—‘A 
friend in need is a friend indeed’—and 
most of all, it was a lesson well-executed. 
The question I asked myself was: Would I 
have asked such a deep, heavy-weighted 
question to primary school students 
if I had not observed this lesson? Or 
would I have been too quick to fill their 
minds with answers without giving them 
enough time to ponder? 

WHEN WE QUESTION OURSELVES, 
WE COLLECT EVIDENCE

During my teaching practice, I noticed 
that the teachers’ questioning techniques 
promoted a deeper understanding of the 
content as the students listened to one 
another’s answers to questions. It created 
a collaborative community of learners. 
As stated by Vygotsky (1978), “language 
is the main tool that promotes thinking, 
develops reasoning, and supports cultural 
activities like reading and writing”. 

Likewise, the teachers’ instructional 
techniques promoted meaningful 
exchange between students, which 
resulted in greater student motivation. 
Hence, it was no wonder that class 
management issues were minimal 
and learning in a social context was 
enhanced in this environment. Through 
this experience, I charted questions 
that I wanted to lead students to think 

about and also questions that I expect 
the students to ask me. This helped me 
plan for the questions well and prepared 
me to instil in the students a sense of 
curiosity. I would collect questions that 
I could not answer and leave the class 
to discuss and derive the answers. This 
was done in the form of peer evaluation 
forms during comprehension lessons 
and also when planning note-taking 
exercises. 

The ICT tool, Padlet, was used and 
the students’ answers were captured 
in the canvases. I could see that pair-
work helped and by viewing their 
responses live in class, I managed to 
give the students immediate feedback.  
On certain occasions, I noticed that 
students were shy when their names 
were shown on screen, so I hid the 
responses and read them out to the 
class when giving constructive feedback. 
I believe that the shy learners learn best 
when they are corrected anonymously. 

Sometimes, just a tweak of their body or 
a tilt of their head can show me how they 
feel about certain responses. Therefore, 
not all artefacts are concrete or in the 
form of a data collection. Body language 
signals, especially eye contact and facial 
expressions, can tell me a lot about 
how much my student wants to know, is 
learning, or has missed. Logging these 
body cues in writing helps me record my 
classroom experiences in real-time and 
look out for signals and feedback apart 
from paper and pen evidence. Where 
else is a better place to do this than in 
my very own digital portfolio?
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THE INQUIRY PROCESS -  
MY TEACHING TOOL

The inquiry process helped me as a tool 
to reflect on my thought processes and 
record the students’ thinking. When I 
referred to the records, I derived new 
ideas on how to fine-tune my questioning 
techniques, student groupings and even 
how to design differentiated worksheets. 
The inquiry process helped me to 
organise my work and thoughts, and 
to reflect on my professional practice. 
All the ‘I wonder?’ queries I had were 
answered and justified by my data 
collections and analyses. With relevant 
sharing of findings with my mentors, CTs 
and teaching staff, I was able to make 
apt changes in my teaching practice. 

THE DIGITAL PORTFOLIO -  
A COLLABORATIVE TOOL

Inquiry is a continuous process of 
improving my own practice. As I 
consistently engage in inquiry by logging 
my reflections in the digital portfolio, it 
gradually becomes part of my teaching 
culture. As the portfolio is shared to be 
viewed by my course mates and fellow 
NIE student teachers, we grow together 
in the fraternity. This practice, in the long 
run, helps me to better my teaching 
strategies and in return further benefit 
my students.

CLEAR THOUGHTS BROADEN OUR 
KNOWLEDGE FOR ALL TO BENEFIT

As I updated my inquiry process in my 
digital portfolio, I shared the link with 

my course mates as well as my NIE 
Supervisor (NIES), Coordinating Teachers 
(CTs) and School Coordinating Mentor 
(SCM). The sharing was structured across 
three Focused Conversations (FCs): 
FC1, FC2 and FC3. Each time I shared, I 
sought to better understand my practice 
and reform the way I could plan and 
execute my lessons. I was glad to share 
what I had logged in as I was given 
an opportunity to take charge of my 
personal and professional growth and 
enhance my own learning in the process. 

In FC1, I shared my journey as a teacher, 
starting with my days as a preschool 
teacher. I presented by showing a 
picture of me holding a collage of my 
very long winding road to NIE during 
the Meranti programme held in NIE. 
My sharing touched my fellow course 
mates and some said that they found my 
sharing inspiring. 

I hope that my sharing will serve as 
a reminder that teaching is not just a 
passion; it is a ‘Work-In-Progress’. A 
teacher is never done with her job. It is 
a thirst. “There is always a thirst. A thirst 
that I do not want to quench… a thirst to 
nurture the students who come to me!” 
That is what I said in my presentation 
(Fig. 2). When my SCM and my NIES 
shared their views on my presentation, 
I felt even more motivated to strive on. 
Their valuable, succinct observations 
and guidelines helped me to stop, think 
and check on where I was heading in 
facilitating my students' learning.
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My FC2 was more directed towards 
classroom management and whether 
what I prepared for my lesson made 
sense to the students. I could not 
have conducted the activities, such as 
using ICT tools like Quizizz, Nearpod 
and playing Hula Hoop subject-verb 
agreement games, if there was no 
classroom management in place. I 
paused to think about how I would have 
managed a class that was not receiving 
my instructions. At that moment, I 
reminded myself that building teacher-
student relationships is important in 
order to achieve the objectives of my 
lesson. The discussions with my SCM 

and NIES reminded me to think about 
the different dynamics of students I will 
be receiving year after year.

Another activity that I shared was of my 
Primary 3 students sending me ‘Thank 
You’ cards, although it was an activity 
meant for their parents or domestic 
helpers (Fig. 3). When I received them, 
I was quick to judge that they had 
misunderstood my instructions. Instead, 
I was pleasantly surprised that they 
intentionally wrote it for me instead! 
Look before you leap, Selvi! I had a self-
awakening moment!

Fig. 2: Collage made at Meranti Course.

Fig. 3: The surprise ‘Thank You’ cards from my students.
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In my FC3, I discussed with my SCM and 
NIES about approaches to differentiated 
instruction (Fig. 4). By indicating stars 
on the worksheets and by drafting 
the worksheets with different levels 
of difficulty, I was able to ensure the 
students were given the right sense 
of achievement and stretched to their 
fullest potential.

I noticed that some of my low-progress 
students still had difficulty with the 
differentiated instruction worksheets. 
After grading the papers, I reflected on 
how I could scaffold their learning. My  
CTs guided me on how I could further 
help these students by buddying 
them with high-progress students, 
assigning guided classwork and making 
associations with their weak topics 
during other lessons, so that they 
could make sense of what they were 
learning. An example is: when I teach 
them a comprehension lesson, I can 

question the class on the subject-verb 
agreement (SVA) in sentences and check 
for understanding with students who 
had difficulties grasping SVA during  
grammar lessons.

THE INQUIRY PROCESS EQUATES TO 
THE IDENTITY OF THE TEACHER

The inquiry process showed me ways 
that I could critically appraise my own 
lessons, even before the CTs did. The 
peer assessments, self-assessment, 
parents’ evaluations and formative 
assessment tools helped me to take 
stock of where I was heading. Looking 
at the exit chits where I instructed 
students to write two to three aspects 
of the grammar component that they 
had learned, I understood the success of 
the lesson. I could even attribute it to a 
specific area of the lesson, for example, 
the PowerPoint slides that assisted 
students in learning step-by-step (Fig. 5). 

Fig. 4: Differentiated instruction worksheets.
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THE DIGITAL PORTFOLIO MAKES 
THE TEACHER

As aptly described by Egyptian writer 
and Nobel prize winner Naguib Mahfouz, 
“You can tell whether a man is clever by 
his answers. You can tell whether a man 
is wise by his questions.” An inquiring 
mind does not allow one to simply grasp 
and stumble his way through life. On the 
contrary, it tries to help one take deeper 
perspectives and make sense of events 
and incidents in a meaningful way. 

As I discovered the importance of 
logging my daily reflection of my 
practices and collecting data, I found the 
digital portfolio to be an efficient way to 
gather my artefacts and notes. Whenever 
I felt that there were similar situations 
from the past which I could learn from, 

I would refer to my digital portfolio to 
retrieve this information and to challenge 
myself to design my lessons differently. 
This active reference and application 
acted as an effective tool to assist me in 
constructing various strategies to try out 
with my students. As I tried, I learned. 
The students’ assessments, feedback, 
their engagement in class, exit chits 
and group projects provided evidence 
of how I can tap on my repository of 
reflections from the digital portfolio.

As mentioned by Thiruvalluvar, “The 
learned will yearn for more learning 
when they discover that although it 
gives pleasure to themselves, the world 
also derives pleasure from it (Kural 399).” 
I believe that in order to evoke the joy 
of learning, curiosity and critical thinking 
skills in my students, I have to remain 
curious and have an inquiring mind.

Therefore, through building the digital 
portfolio by engaging with minds 
of similar purpose, delving into the 
repository of evolving knowledge 
and maintaining a growth mindset, a 
beginning teacher is able to strike a 
balance between achieving her personal 
goals and simultaneously able to 
promote interpersonal and intrapersonal 
harmony in the long run.

"In order to evoke the joy of learning, curiosity and critical thinking skills 
in my students, I have to remain curious and have an inquiring mind."

Fig. 5: Exit chits on adjectives for Primary 5 students.
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TO TEACH, TEACHING TO LEARNTO TEACH, TEACHING TO LEARN  
Ong Xiao Hui 

PGDE Primary 2018 

Hi! I am a beginning art teacher who has 
just embarked on my teaching journey 
at a primary school in early 2020. My 
Postgraduate Diploma in Education 
(PGDE) programme back at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE) was not only 
an opportunity to get acquainted with 
theories of child psychology and the 
teaching of art but also a year of reflection 
upon my personal teaching beliefs. 

Like most of my course mates, I went on 
an untrained contract stint prior to my 
NIE admission, and whilst I was starting 
to experience the joy of discussing art 
topics in the classroom, the struggles of 
classroom management were constantly 
present. Having personally fumbled 
through instructions in front of class 
myself, I felt compelled to iron out my 
personal teaching style and goals to 
prepare myself beyond NIE. Enclosed 
within this chapter are my teaching 
philosophy, personal learnings and 
reflections about art teaching, a process 
that would repeat itself throughout my 
years as a young teacher.

With young students of varying abilities, 
I decided that putting in a sufficient 

amount of effort into completing given 
tasks would be the uniform standard 
I expect from my own students. I 
figured out early on that I did not want 
a classroom that students walk out 
from thinking that art is only for the 
talented. While it seemed like a simple 
expectation, I found it challenging to 
uphold it during my practicum stint. 

The amount of effort students put 
into their artworks varied as the term 
progressed, and it wasn’t long before I 
realised that my assigned tasks had to be 
engaging enough for students to put in 
the amount of effort I expected of them. 
It was also important that I scaffold my 
lessons well enough to the extent that 
students experience success in their 
attempts. I’ve had students crying and 
throwing fits in my classes, upset that 
they had made mistakes on their paper. 

Though small words of consolation 
helped to resolve such issues, I realised 
that I had to deliver my part for students 
to put in a decent amount of effort and 
care in creating their artworks in return. 
Poring through theory back in my days 
at NIE, I realised I was faced with the 
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Rubrics for Self-Portrait Peer Assessment.

responsibility of providing students 
confidence and motivation through tasks 
designed for them. My art classroom will 
have an unassuming role in defining 
the type of thinking students develop 
beyond their primary school years. 

Student effort, which ties in with levels 
of motivation, can be managed by 
the classroom teacher. From learnings 
at NIE and previous observations of 
lessons by experienced art teachers, 
I decided to use a system of rubrics 
to clearly present the success criteria 
which students should work towards. 
These rubrics would be introduced to 
students at the start of every art project. 

With the different levels and criteria in 
mind, students spend the next few weeks 
creating artworks that fulfil the criteria 
of their desired levels. I also found it 
effective when I got students to evaluate 
the works of their peers, for they were 
able to make insightful judgements with 

reference to the scoring rubrics. I was 
fortunate to have tried this out during my 
practicum as I was able to garner critical 
feedback from my supervisor. The rubrics 
were working better than expected and I 
had difficulty figuring out what could be 
done better. 

A piece of helpful feedback I received 
was to better consider student 
feelings. Instead of rigidly categorising 
artworks into three levels, I could adapt 
the illustration of a mountain where 
the amount of effort put into artworks 
by the students would correspond to 
their positions on the mountain. Art 
is, by itself, of a subjective nature and 
as much as segregating artworks into 
different levels for students to aim 
towards helped me in achieving my 
teaching goals, I knew that any piece 
of art in the real world could not be 
truly defined by any one category, and 
there was a need to model that in the 
classroom.
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In getting students to put in effort, we 
hope that it remains sustained over 
the course of the project, and that can 
possibly occur when art is connected 
to their personal interests. Each school 
term consists of a ten-week timeframe 
to complete one or more art projects, 
depending on the scale of the project. 
My preference has always been to take 
ten lessons to finish up one project, as 
I believe in allowing students sequential 
opportunities to practice artistic habits 
and work with a constant material. 

As I checked the works of my students 
each week to gauge the amount of effort 
put in, I faced challenges in sustaining 
overall engagement over a term, 
especially for the upper primary students. 
Many were stimulated when they got to 
explore new art materials in the first few 
weeks, but both enthusiasm and amount 
of effort invested would die down as 
weeks passed. To motivate students to 
commit to sticking with their projects 
for ten lessons, I looked towards literary 
reviews on restructuring my lessons. 
Besides presenting an interesting 
project for students to work on, I realised 
projects would be more meaningful and 
engaging if I allowed students to identify 
something of personal importance to 
work with. 

When I got my Primary 5 students to 
create a foam chair with the theme of 
Unconventional, the first lesson saw 
their attention fully focused on cutting 
out foam shapes and taping them 
together. Subsequently, I observed that 
a significant number of students saw 
the project as just another craft activity. 

Perhaps the project theme could have 
been directed at encouraging self-
expression, for example, creating a chair 
that you would sit in when you are feeling 
down. Lessons should guide students to 
look into their personal experiences and 
how they can visually represent what 
they want to convey. When the artwork 
students create ties in with their personal 
experiences and memories that matter to 
them, each student contributes unique 
perspectives to the art classroom and 
they will be more willing to speak about 
their ideas and less likely to give up. 

Another way to anticipate sustained 
engagement I learnt from my classes 
would be to plan interesting lessons 
and materials for students to work with. 
Our children today are adept at taking 
pictures and using paint software, which 
broadens the possibilities of how we 
can engage and build upon their prior 
knowledge. As I gradually got to know 
my students over the months, they were 
always ready for something new and I 
realised the potential of their creativity 
as they excitedly explored almost every 
material. I wanted to give them the 
opportunity to try out as many mediums 
as possible while covering the syllabus 
content. From styrofoam to plasticine, 
students were excited to create and I 
enjoyed observing their experiences 
of the process as much as their final 
product outcomes. 

Back at NIE, ideas to engage students 
were constantly shared. Role-plays 
and bringing in real objects into the 
classroom have been proven to be very 
welcomed by students and I am waiting 
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for the right opportunity to try them out! 
As much as lessons should be tailored 
towards piquing student interest, making 
meaning out of these activities is also 
equally important. I am still exploring 
possible ways to effectively guide 
students to reflect upon their processes, 
and learn to provide constructive 
feedback for their classmates.

Art is a unique subject that offers a wealth 
of teaching flexibility to its teachers. 
Its very nature allows learning to occur 
through fun exploratory play, and the 
level of enthusiasm art teachers display 
during lessons will impact student 
interest and motivation. Different art 
teachers communicate their passion for 
the subject in different ways, and I learnt 
that it is important to take time to find 
my own style. Experienced art teachers 
easily generate student interest on the 
spot with materials lying around in the 
classroom, whilst I found myself more 
confident and excited about the lesson 
when I have a well-planned lesson  
on hand. Planning lessons and creating 
lesson resources by hand within a limited 
time was extremely challenging, but 
knowing that I had everything ready for 
that one hour gave me confidence to 
lead and enjoy an engaging session with 
my students, at least for now, as I believe 
that I will eventually learn to think on my 
feet with more experience. 

If there was one thing that I learnt, it 
would be that whilst children are naturally 
expressive, they are inclined to settle 
on initial ideas. When I tasked students 
to draw their own self-portraits, they 
started off with various ideas featuring 

ninjas, angels and cats, which came to be 
their first and final drafts. To illustrate my 
expectations, I showed them images of 
self-portraits with the use of expressive 
symbols. The sample artwork I had 
picked was of a girl with her face split 
into two, one depicting a happy side 
and the other a sad side. I reinforced to 
my students that they can portray their 
face with any emotion, as long as they 
included symbols that expressed their 
feelings. That lesson, I had almost forty 
faces split into two sides, happy and sad. 

Striking the right balance between their 
abilities and my expectations was also 
a process of trial and error. In the midst 
of lesson preparation, I had forgotten 
to consider their prior knowledge. My 
nine-year-olds were only just introduced 
to symbolism and instead of getting 
students to portray more abstract 
emotions other than happy and sad, my 
focus should have been on the images 
they drew to convey the basic feelings 
of happy and sad. Once I encouraged 
students to draw images related to only 
these two emotions, I unearthed stories 
that highlighted the individuality of each 
student. Happy and sad may be overly 
simplified emotions, but they were what 
students understood and the challenge 
was to get them to visually express their 
own stories. 

The purpose of our curriculum is to 
develop the way in which students 
think. Our lessons should work towards 
getting students to integrate reflective 
practices into their process of creation, 
for them to make changes and render 
a deeper purpose for their creations. I 
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found that I was constantly restructuring 
my lessons each week according to their 
performance, to guide better students 
towards focused thinking, to provoke 
them to question and explain artistic 
decisions. I did not want to underestimate 
their potential, hence I decided to 
start off with higher expectations and 
gradually make adjustments according 
to their performance.

Then again, our goal is for students to 
work effectively on their own. Students 
can be competent under teacher-led 
directions, but may not have internalised 
them enough to apply what they have 
learnt on their own. For example, in 
guiding students to make observations 
of an artwork, most students require 
constant reminders on what they 
should focus on and build upon, in 
order to extract meaning from what 
they see. While students may not fully 
comprehend the purpose and usefulness 
of observing artworks, teachers should 
prepare activities that enable students 
to occasionally practice the observation 
skills they have learnt. 

Self-Portraits by Primary 3 students.

Learning art is not easy, especially since 
we see students only once a week. 
It is thus important that our lessons 
build upon one another for students to 
progressively learn more challenging 
skill sets, and have ample opportunities 
to apply what they have learnt. Finding 
out from fellow colleagues the specific 
concepts and skills students have learnt 
in other subjects, and encouraging them 
to apply learnings from other subject 
areas in the art classroom can also help 
them to draw connections across subject 
areas. With repeated opportunities, 
examples and encouragement to apply 
their learnings, students will eventually 
automatically extend their learnings into 
action at appropriate moments without 
prompting.

Back at NIE, our lecturers introduced the 
concept of hidden curriculum, a topic 
that has been weighing on my mind 
till today. Unspoken teacher actions, 
prompts, feedback, tone, the pace of 
the lesson, and classroom setup are all 
factors which result in students learning 
more or less than we intend to teach. 
Even with engaging plans and adequate 
lesson preparation, there exists little 
value in the lesson if the teacher is 
unaware of the impact of the hidden 
curriculum. Students learn and react 
based on their perceptions of what goes 
on in the classroom, and the quality of 
teacher feedback is an aspect of a hidden 
curriculum that contributes to student 
learning within the art classroom. 

With my personal emphasis on student 
effort, I tailored my feedback to be 
focused more on student behaviour 
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immediate classmates, teachers and 
schoolmates. As much as students are 
progressively taught to create artworks 
that evoke responses from viewers, they 
need to be aware and appreciate how 
artworks by others make them feel and 
think. There is neither a set of resultant 
attitudes nor behaviours to indicate 
that a student has successfully learnt to 
appreciate artworks, and this is a distal 
goal which I still find difficult to access. 

For now, I look towards involving peers in 
the process of art creation, be it through 
providing comments in 3,2,1 fashion1 or 
getting them to generate titular ideas 
for their classmates’ artwork. I should 
also look into opportunities to display 
artworks; I love to see the lit-up faces 
of students who have unexpectedly 
received recognition for their efforts 
beyond the classroom walls.

Throughout the few months since I 
started out, my supervisor, art mentor, 
School Coordinating Mentor and 

and work process—things that students 
themselves can change, rather than the 
end product. I gave actionable feedback 
that specified what the student could 
work on; for example, “try to vary the 
scale of the elements in your design,” 
instead of a generic, “try to improve on 
this design.” This gives students a clear 
direction on the next step they can take 
to improve their creation. 

By suggesting varying scales, I 
specifically pointed out what can be 
improved upon, but I was also careful 
not to take over the student work, by 
not further specifying which and where 
in the work the scale of elements can be 
changed. I would also make connections 
with artist works as examples for students 
to independently and confidently make 
judgements about how to improve on 
their artworks. I noticed that students 
instinctively learn how to use appropriate 
artistic vocabulary and model teachers’ 
feedback over time, which helps them 
to engage in peer-based art discussions. 
Children learn quickly through imitation 
and we can use that to our advantage, by 
modelling how to evaluate the artworks 
of others with a focus on visible features 
and work processes.

As I progressed along in my teaching 
journey, I began to reflect on how 
students can tap on their own 
‘community’. In real-time, artists live 
and seek inspiration from their own 
communities, and the community of 
the young child artist includes his or her 

Colour Exercise by Primary 6 students. Students 
learn to see colours as a mix of two or more colours 
expressed in percentage. 

1The 3,2,1 teaching strategy provides students with a structure to describe three strengths, two interesting areas 
observed in the artwork and one area of wonder they have about the artwork. 
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colleagues have supported my journey 
into full-time teaching with constructive 
feedback. From familiarising myself with 
school routines to allowing me to explore 
lesson ideas with my own students, I 
became part of a selfless team of teachers 
who would put forth their best efforts 
to create the best learning experiences 
for our students. My colleagues offered 
practical advice when I faced difficulties 
with student behaviours and I will always 
remind myself that all students start off 
with the intention to perform well. 

Despite its challenges, especially since 
it is not a graded subject, art teaching 
offers opportunities to get to know each 
and every student and experience the 
limitless potential of young minds in 
ways that other subject teachers may  
not be able to. At the primary level, art 
may be a general topic, but it is precisely 
due to their young age that students 
cultivate lasting habits and competencies 
that extend beyond the art classroom 
across other disciplines. In relation to 
my personal teaching philosophy, I 
expect students to put in a reasonable 
amount of effort in their work, and to 
use criteria highlighted in the rubrics to 
explain the artwork they have created. 
Through this process, students will learn 
how to persevere through their chosen 
commitments. 

It will be an ongoing personal challenge 
for myself to identify interesting projects 
and further scaffold instructions for 
the rest of the academic year. More 
importantly, my brief classroom 
experience has taught me the importance 
of the role of an art educator. In shaping 

my art students’ experiences, I have to 
be constantly aware that what and how 
I teach will eventually affect what my 
students will come to know. Apart from 
developing technical skills, students 
will learn to envision ideas, reflect upon 
their experiences, as well as observe 
and appreciate different perspectives, 
thereby acquiring competencies that are 
useful beyond the art classroom. I aim to 
instil a positive art classroom experience 
for all my students and this can be 
achieved if I plan and scaffold lessons 
such that students put in enough effort 
in creating artworks that they themselves 
and the community will be proud of. 

From a broader perspective, I aim to 
develop in my students an aptitude for  
art appreciation, as well as the confidence 
to be able to express their individuality 
through art. Habits students develop as 
a result of art teaching may only show up 
long after our students leave school, yet 
we should never forget that we can make 
a difference by constantly learning and 
improving ourselves as art educators, in 
pursuit of effective teaching to bring out 
the potential within our students.

"Apart from developing 
technical skills, students will 
learn to envision ideas, reflect 
upon their experiences, as well 
as observe and appreciate 
different perspectives, thereby 
acquiring competencies that 
are useful beyond the art 
classroom."
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Lim Chee Koon 

PGDE PE Secondary 2017

INTRODUCTION

My name is Lim Chee Koon. I am currently 
a physical education (PE) teacher at a 
secondary school. Teaching is my second 
career. Prior to joining the teaching 
service, I served with the Singapore 
Armed Forces as an army officer for 
seven years. I joined the teaching service 
in August 2016 and was deployed for 
one year to teach PE and mathematics as 
an untrained contract teacher. I enrolled 
into the National Institute of Education 
(NIE) on August 2017 to pursue the 
Postgraduate Diploma in Education 
(PGDE) physical education programme.1 

In between my training at NIE, I did a  
five-week teaching practicum at a 
secondary school. I graduated from NIE 
in July 2019.

WHY I JOINED TEACHING

The teaching career was first seeded 
in my mind in my teenage years. A big 
factor was the positive experience I had 
as a student in school. I was fortunate 

to meet many great teachers. Besides 
being good in their respective subject 
expertise, the teachers became mentors 
who guided me to form my personal 
values. I recalled once during geography 
class in secondary school, I was caught 
being rude to my geography teacher. 
I was sent to the discipline master’s 
office to undergo counselling. That day 
changed my life as I decided to rectify 
my bad behaviour for good. 

On another occasion, my class was 
having a theory session in the classroom 
with our physical education teacher. 
Somehow, the conversation became a 
discussion on the qualities that made a 
successful person. The teacher said: “To 
be successful, you only need two things: 
self-discipline and self-motivation.” Up 
till that point, I did not have a clue what 
success I wanted, and what I have to 
do to be successful. That conversation 
triggered my thoughts, to reflect what 
I want to do with my life, and gave me 
the belief that I have mastery and control 
over my success. Later on, as I embarked 

1Single Subject Specialisation for PE teachers was introduced in 2017. I belonged to the pioneer batch of trainee 
teachers who were trained in PE only.
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on my teaching career, those experiences 
reinforced my beliefs that the teacher’s 
role extends beyond teaching academic 
subjects, and includes building students 
to be people of good character.

Another encounter I had that convinced 
me to join teaching occurred in my 
first year at junior college. I was taking 
further mathematics. I failed my first test 
in that subject and was visibly upset. I 
contemplated dropping the subject as I 
had no confidence that I would do well. 
I shared this with a senior student from 
my co-curricular activity (CCA) who also 
took further mathematics. Then she told 
me: “Don’t worry. It is not that difficult. 
Let me teach you on the chapters that 
you were having difficulty.” She became 
my “teacher” in further mathematics. I 
eventually did well in my A-Level exams 
for further mathematics and pursued a 
degree in mathematics at university. On 
reflection, the patience and kindness 
of that senior student changed my life. 
If she had not intervened at that time, 
I would not have done my degree in 
mathematics. On reflection, I thought, 
“How many lives can I affect positively 
if I have the ability to intervene and 
help others?” As a teacher, I can be in a 
powerful position of influence to shape 
the lives of young people. 

After junior college, I served in National 
Service (NS) with the Singapore Army. I 
enjoyed my NS experience and signed 
on as an army officer for my first career. 
During that time, teaching was always at 
the back of my mind. After seven years in 
the army, I decided to pursue my passion 
and made a leap of faith to join teaching.

THE CHOICE TO TEACH PE

In my various teaching stints, students 
would ask why I taught PE. Firstly, I believe 
staying healthy and fit is important for 
every individual. In my army career, I 
had encountered soldiers who entered 
NS with unhealthy lifestyles. It created 
several issues for them physically (e.g., 
diabetes, high blood pressure, obesity) 
as well as emotionally (e.g., lack of 
self-confidence). Personally, within my 
extended family and circle of friends, I 
have witnessed several people suffering 
from diseases and health issues that 
arose from poor living habits. I believe 
that habits of a healthy lifestyle should 
be inculcated from a young age, and it 
starts from providing quality PE lessons 
in schools. 

Secondly, PE offers learning in the 
affective domain that can hardly be 
replicated in the classroom environment. 
A prime example is teaching resilience. 
During 2.4km runs in National Physical 
Fitness Assessment (NAPFA) tests, I often 
saw a few students giving up during the 
second half of the run. They would slow 
down to a walk or even decide to fall 
out from the run. I would ask them: “Is 
that the best you can do? Do you have 
more left in the tank?” Often, words of 
encouragement such as “Come on, do 
it once, do it good” and “Open up, 
maintain, you are looking good” would 
spur them on to gradually work back 
towards their running pace. 

When students push themselves to 
strive for their fitness goals, they will feel 
elated from the success achieved from 
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hard work and resilience. Importantly, 
the strength they mustered to overcome 
difficulties in PE can help them to 
overcome other challenges in life. For 
instance, some students were failing 
their academic subjects, so I would 
relate to them: “Whenever you face 
difficulties in your studies, think back 
about your experience in the 2.4km run. 
When your legs were sore and your heart 
was pumping hard, did you give up, or 
did you give more than you think you 
could? So similarly, when you stumble 
into difficulties in your studies, believe 
that you have that strength in you to 
work hard and persevere.”

TEACHING BELIEFS

My teaching beliefs are profoundly 
shaped by my personal experience 
as a student and my conviction on the 
benefits that good PE lessons bring. 
They are as follows:

1. PE lessons should be meaningful 
and fun. PE lessons offer an 
avenue for students to unwind 
from the monotony of sitting down 
at classroom lessons. It also allows 
students to showcase their talents in 
the psychomotor domains. Students 
socialise with their friends during PE 
lessons when they work in teams. 
Many students who have positive 
experiences in PE would primarily 
associate PE lessons with fun. Yet, 
PE teachers occasionally face the 
challenge of designing physical 
activities that meet the prescribed 
lesson outcomes while keeping 
them fun. Furthermore, activities 

that are fun for a certain profile of 
students may not be so for another 
profile of students. If the activities 
can engage students in a joyful 
way and allow them to achieve the 
desired learning outcomes, students 
would be encouraged to participate 
actively in PE and motivated to stay 
active beyond the lessons.

2. Students will enjoy PE if they 
believe that they can achieve 
success. When a sport is taught 
during PE lessons, there is 
sometimes a misunderstanding that 
every student is expected to achieve 
the same level of competency as 
a CCA-trained student for that 
sport, in order to be considered as 
successful. Students who hold such 
misconceptions and are unable 
to achieve such high goals might 
perceive themselves to have failed. 
Such students would potentially 
disengage from PE because they 
feel they are “not born to do it” 
or avoid the activities to mask their 
self-perceived failures. Therefore, it 
is important for teachers to define 
the meaning of success for students. 
Students must believe that a certain 
level of success is achievable if 
they diligently stay on task during 
lessons. That belief can be reinforced 
when teachers affirm students for  
meeting a predetermined standard 
and for showing improvement in the 
competencies.

3. Teachers are both subject matter 
experts and character builders. This 
is even more relevant for PE teachers. 
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Within the teaching of PE, teachers 
need to constantly hone their craft and 
deliver the best pedagogies, to help 
students learn the psychomotor skills 
and cognitive concepts. In addition, 
PE teachers are also well positioned to 
help build the character of students. 
Students are often required to work 
in teams during PE lessons. The 
inherent competitiveness of games 
helps to elicit values such as resilience, 
integrity and respect. Hence, PE 
lessons provide teachers with the 
ideal platform to deliberately infuse 
affective outcomes. Furthermore, 
there may be incidental moments 
during lessons where students may 
display behaviours that are beyond 
the scope of the planned affective 
outcomes (for example, a student 
may be injured during the lesson, 
and other students take the initiative 
to assist him/her). Such teachable 
moments in PE should be leveraged 
to engage students and influence 
them toward practising positive 
behaviours.

THE INQUIRY PROCESS

One of the key issues I faced during 
teaching is how to modify games such 
that students who have lower skill 
competencies can enjoy playing these 
games while still learning. This ties in 
with my first teaching belief to make 
PE lessons meaningful and fun. When 
students find that they can play the 
game and collaborate with each other 
without being bogged down from lack 
of skill, they will find learning in PE  
more enjoyable. 

This relates to an experience I had 
teaching netball for my final practicum. 
In netball rules, players are allowed to 
hold the ball for no more than three 
seconds, before they have to pass or 
shoot. However, most of the Secondary 1 
students I had taught would not be able 
to accomplish that, because they require 
more time to process their thoughts and 
make decisions (such as the direction and 
distance of pass that is required). On the 
other hand, I needed to strike a balance 
to make sure that the ball is moved in 
a timely manner (rather than being held 
for a very long time by one student) so 
that students can practice passing in a  
game situation. 

In my Secondary 1 classes, I achieved 
this balance by increasing the amount 
of time allowed to hold the ball from 
three seconds to five seconds. The result 
was very positive. I found that almost all 
students were engaged in the netball 
games and that the game was seldom 
disrupted by students infringing the 
“holding” rule. Eventually, once students 
had sharpened their decision-making 
process, I would revert to the three-
second holding rule, to align with the 
actual rules of netball. This process of 
modifying games to suit the competency 
level of students ensured that students 
experienced success at each stage of 
learning so that they remained motivated 
to learn more.

Another issue that I encountered 
during my teaching was giving verbal 
instructions that were overly lengthy, in 
attempts to ensure that my explanations 
were complete with details. As a result, 
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students could not capture the key points 
emphasised in those instructions, largely 
due to a loss in concentration. On a few 
occasions, after I gave instructions on a 
practice task, the students dispersed to 
their playing areas but were unable to 
perform the task correctly. After several 
observations of similar behaviours, 
I decided to change my mode of 
instruction and used task cards instead. 
Fig. 1 below is an example of a task card.

I found that task cards offered several 
advantages. Firstly, the pictorial 
descriptions in the task cards make the 
set-up of the playing areas very clear. It 
also provided other useful information 
such as the number of players in each 
team and how these players should 
position themselves. Secondly, it halved 
the amount of time I used to explain 
each task from about ten minutes to 
five minutes. Students were issued task 
cards at the start of each lesson and 

given about three minutes to read. They 
then could clarify doubts with me before 
dispersing to their playing areas. 

Thirdly, students were observed to start 
the task more spontaneously. There was 
less time wasted for the transition into 
the activities at the playing areas. The 
time saved from delivering instructions 
and activity transition translated into 
more time for playing, which increased 
the overall level of engagement during 
lessons. Lastly, the task cards served as a 
handy guide for the students. Once they 
began playing at their respective areas, 
they could still refer to the information 
about the game through the task card, 
if they had forgotten it during the first 
round of reading. This practice also 
inculcates a sense of self-regulation 
during playtime. 

To further make learning meaningful 
and fun, I decided to explore the use 
of ICT in PE. This is based on the belief 
that today’s youths are more IT-savvy 
and will feel more engaged through 
learning experiences using videos and 
sounds. One area which I experimented 
with the use of ICT is the teaching of 
netball rules. I identified a video on 
YouTube that explained netball rules 
and designed a worksheet that required 
the application of knowledge obtained 
from the video. Students were required 
to watch the video and complete the 
worksheet at home, then submit it on 
the following PE lesson for discussion. 
This practice gave me valuable glimpses 
into the profile of the students. On the 
one hand, I witnessed some students 
that were truly motivated to learn the 

Fig. 1: Giving instructions through task cards.
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game. They took initiative to write extra 
notes on the worksheet to demonstrate 
their understanding of the game rules. 
Examples of this positive work are shown 
in Fig. 2 below. 

On the other hand, I also encountered 
students who did not attempt the 
worksheet. This provided me with 
a teachable moment to emphasise 
the character values of diligence and 
integrity. When these students were 
questioned on why they did not attempt 
the worksheets, the common reasons 
cited were “I had forgotten to do it” 
and “I don’t know how to do”. I used 
this opportunity to show these students 
habits to overcome the issues (such 
as putting reminders to complete the 
worksheet in their school diary and 
mobile phones, reminding each other 
to complete the worksheet before the 
deadline and taking initiative to form 
study groups to work on the questions 
collectively). I also shared with the 
students about the value of personal 
responsibility to their team, because 
each of them was a team member in a 
netball game, so they need to know the 
rules individually in order not to infringe 
them and cause the team’s performance 
to be affected.

During my final practicum, there were 
selected lessons that were designated as 
formal observations, where my teaching 
in those lessons was assessed by either 
the Cooperating Teacher (CT) or the 
NIE Supervisor (NIES). These mentors 
had extensive teaching experience 
in PE and provided valuable insights 
into my teaching through their lenses. 
The feedback from these mentors was 
documented in the Assessment of 
Performance for Teaching (APT). The 
information from these APT forms was 
critical data that I used to inquire into my 
teaching practice. 

Fig. 2: Worksheet on netball rules.  
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One common issue raised by both 
mentors was how to shape students 
towards performing the desired skill 
during a game-play. For instance, for 
one lesson on badminton, the desired 
psychomotor outcome for students 
was to perform the smash. However, 
in both the introduction game and 
concluding game, many students 
were not attempting the smash. I was 
advised by my mentors to redesign 
the game conditions to encourage 
students to perform the smash in that 

lesson. The implication of this feedback 
is important because students need 
to learn how to cognitively recognise 
the situations where each badminton 
stroke can be applied, beyond merely 
learning the stroke as a psychomotor 
skill. This triggered me to examine my 
mini-games deeper for future lessons, 
to determine if the game conditions are 
a good representation of the conditions 
for a particular skill to be applied. Fig. 
3 below provides an example of lesson 
feedback in APT.

Fig. 3: Lesson feedback in APT.
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THE PPI DIGITAL PORTFOLIO

The PPI Digital Portfolio provided me 
with a framework to think about my 
teaching identity. It was also the first 
touchpoint for me to think deeply about 
my teaching beliefs and to define clearly 
what type of teacher I would want to be. I 
could archive my artefacts and reflections 
according to the V3SK and Graduand 
Teacher Competency frameworks. The 
digital portfolio provided a snapshot 
of the knowledge that I had learnt in 
NIE. It also helped to chart my progress 
and development through my teacher-
training journey. Based on the visual 
representations in the portfolio, I 
could determine the areas where I had 
developed and those where I had room 
for growth. As the digital portfolio was 
available on the internet, I shared it 
with my School Coordinating Mentor 
(SCM) during focused conversations. 
The digital portfolio formed the basis of 
discussion during focused conversations. 
By assessing the digital portfolio, my 
SCM could gain an understanding of 
my teacher identity, and I could seek 
clarity on how my beliefs can be aligned 
to the school’s values, for me to work 
harmoniously within the school. My 
NIE colleagues and I were also able to 
assess each other’s digital portfolio. It 
allowed us to better understand why 

our peers joined teaching and how we 
each saw ourselves as teachers. Reading 
my peers’ digital portfolios encouraged 
me to re-examine the formulation of my 
teaching beliefs.

CONCLUSION

I am privileged to join the teaching 
service. It fulfilled my lifelong aspiration 
to shape the lives of our youths. The 
quest to be the best teacher that I can  
be will last through my teaching career. 
This quest ought to be guided with a 
clear direction. Therefore, it is important 
for a teacher to establish his/her 
teaching identity early, to help shape  
his/her teaching practices. The 
Professional Practice and Inquiry (PPI) 
course at NIE initiated my thoughts 
to formulate my teaching beliefs. In 
turn, the teaching beliefs influenced 
the development of my teaching 
practices. Teachers play a crucial role 
in our children’s growth, but only if we 
are competent in what we do. Having 
since graduated from NIE, I now take 
on greater personal responsibility for 
my own learning, and to improve on my 
teaching practices. Without the benefit 
of having a mentor constantly guiding 
me, the practice of inquiry into my 
teaching practices becomes important 
for me to continuously improve myself.

"The PPI Digital Portfolio provided me with a framework to think 
about my teaching identity. It was also the first touchpoint for me 
to think deeply about my teaching beliefs and to define clearly 
what type of teacher I would want to be."
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TEACH LIFE, NOT WORK!TEACH LIFE, NOT WORK!  

Sarah Ang 
PGDE Secondary 2017

MY BACKGROUND

I am Sarah Ang, a beginning teacher 
at Compassvale Secondary School. 
My passion lies in helping students 
understand more about their life 
processes through biology, and make 
better sense of their world by navigating 
its complexities through mathematics. 

There have been many different sources 
of motivation which drew me to this 
profession. As my parents are teachers 
themselves, family dinner conversations, 
from as early as I can remember, have 
included inspiring stories that stem 
from a slew of struggles they faced in 
their own classrooms and the latest 
classroom management hacks. Through 
my parents, I saw how lives could be 
changed, and how teaching was not just 
any profession, but a meaningful calling. 

I also served as a volunteer officer 
with the Singapore Red Cross Youth 
for a period of five years during my 
tertiary education, where we would 
organise leadership and teambuilding 
camps and competitions for secondary 
school cadets. Of the many meaningful 
mentoring experiences, one that I will 
never forget was a kayaking experience, 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

My teaching philosophy is built on the 
Golden Circle framework coined by 
Simon Sinek (2009), which encourages 
me to look at my profession from the 

where one of the cadets in the team 
challenged herself to overcome her 
phobia of water and was able to stand 
on the kayak after much encouragement 
by her peers and officers. Through 
experiences like these, I asked myself: if 
so much can be achieved through a mere 
four-day three-night camp (through which 
I saw many other students stepping out 
of their comfort zones), what more can 
I possibly do as a teacher, who will face 
the same students for a whole year, or 
perhaps more? These experiences made 
it clearer that teaching was something 
that I would pursue, and that nothing 
is more fulfilling than seeing my young 
charges believe in themselves and fulfil 
their dreams. 

"Education must not simply 
teach work, it must teach Life."

- W.E.B. Du Bois
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inside out, starting from the ‘Why’ I 
joined teaching, to ‘How’ can/will I 
become the teacher I aspire to be, and 
then to ‘What’ is the teacher that I 
hope to be. The first two segments of 
the framework will be elaborated in this 
section, while the last segment will be 
elaborated on at the end of the chapter. 

'Why’ I joined teaching 

I hope to make a difference in the lives 
of each child and be the role model 
that they look to for guidance. The 
untrained teaching experience that I had 
before entering the National Institute of 
Education (NIE) was crucial in shaping 
my teaching philosophy. During that 
experience, one of the students in my 
form class was a repeat student who 
faced multiple challenges during his 
graduating year. He would frequently 
walk around the school instead of going 
for class. This caused teachers to worry 
if we did not see him in our classes. I 
remember having to comb the school 
grounds multiple times in search of 
him whenever we were alerted that he 
was not in class, for fear that anything 

untoward had happened to him. After 
repeated counselling, he finally regained 
his desire to study around three weeks 
before the national examinations. By 
then, he was behind time in syllabus and 
catching up with his peers.  Together 
with a few of his other subject teachers, 
I often gave him extra classes and one-
to-one consultations to help him through 
those last three weeks, hoping that he 
would just scrape through. 

I remember returning to my school 
whilst in NIE for the results release last 
year. This student actually managed to 
do well enough to go to a polytechnic 
course of his choice. When we revealed 
his results to him, he was in disbelief as 
well. At that time, words did not need to 
be exchanged. We just looked at each 
other—his teary eyes seemed to convey 
the message, “Thank you, for without all 
of you teachers who did not give up on 
me, I would not have been able to do 
this.” It may be just one student, but it 
was one life that was changed—indeed 
a microcosm of how we as teachers live 
out the Ministry of Education’s mission of 
moulding the future of our nation, one 
child at a time.  

‘How’ can I become the teacher I 
aspire to be 

A. I feel that it is important to establish 
a collaborative working relationship 
with all my colleagues, and this 
includes both the teaching and non-
teaching staff. This includes building 
a positive learning and sharing 
culture especially with the more 
senior teachers and subject-matter 

My teaching philosophy, built upon the Golden 
Circle framework coined by Simon Sinek (2009).
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experts, to learn from them and 
constantly seek to improve my skills. 
 

B.  To me, it is also important to set 
aside time to touch base with my 
students. Through the ‘Teaching 
and Managing Learners’ module 
during our PGDE course, I identified 
the referent authority base to be 
the main authority base to guide 
my relationship with students. 
Since I would only see my upper 
secondary biology students for two 
hours per week, it was difficult to 
establish positive teacher-student 
relationships (TSRs) through 
curriculum time alone. As such, 
I made it a point to go down to 
the parade square earlier every 
morning, and even during their 
recesses, to touch base with my 
students. This definitely helped 
build rapport, and I experienced 
how positive TSRs were crucial in 
influencing students’ efforts and 
levels of engagement in learning, 
which ultimately also impacted their 
learning and achievements in both 
intellectual and social domains. It 
was also easier in managing effective 
classroom discipline when basic 
TSRs were built. As the demands 
of work as a beginning teacher 
increased however, it was an ongoing 

recalibration of time that I could 
spend on engaging with students. I 
also found myself reflecting on the 
conversations shared with students, 
and found that it was important to 
remind myself to be professional 
in action and words even as I 
connected with students on a one-
to-one level, such that the teacher-
student boundary was not blurred.  

C.  If we expect our students to keep 
an open mind and heart towards 
learning, we should also model 
the way for our students by 
being comfortable in challenging 
ourselves to try out new pedagogies 
and constantly being reflective 
about our practices. As I looked 
back on my digital portfolio prior to 
the commencement of practicum, 
I realised that I did not establish 
any specific plan to be reflective 
about my lessons during the 
untrained teaching and teaching 
assistantship experiences. Most of 
my own reflection on the lessons 
that I had taught and suggestions 
for improvement from my mentors 
through post-lesson conferencing 
were just noted down on the lesson 
plans for that particular lesson 
itself. As such, I refined my own 
inquiry process, and made it more 

"If we expect our students to keep an open mind and 
heart towards learning, we should also model the way 
for our students by being comfortable in challenging 
ourselves to try out new pedagogies and constantly being 
reflective about our practices."
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structured for practicum, such as by 
having individual files and folders 
for each topic, and placing all the 
lesson plans, resources and lesson 
reflections into the same folder. 
This will definitely come in handy 
as I continue to try new pedagogies 
and build up my resources over the 
years. 

INQUIRING INTO MY TEACHING 
PRACTICE

The breakthrough with the quietest 
class during practicum 

During the Focused Conversations with 
the School Coordinating Mentors (SCMs) 
and my Cooperating Teachers (CTs), 
I shared that students from my upper 
secondary biology classes were often 
reluctant to answer questions which I 
posed in class, which was different from 
my ‘ideal’ classroom where I would have 
loved engaging students in dialogic 
talk. Through our conversations, I 
gleaned that it was important to, first 
and foremost, establish a positive and 
safe classroom culture, by reiterating 
to the class what my expectations 
were whenever a question was asked. 
Whenever students tried to answer, I 
should also keep my body language in 
check, and provide the necessary verbal 
affirmation to my students. To students 
who might have gotten the incorrect 
answer, I could highlight that some of 
their classmates might also have held 
the same misconceptions, to show them 
that the classroom is a safe environment 
to try, even if they may not know the 
correct answer. 

For the lessons that followed our 
conversation, I relooked at my lesson 
plans and gave greater thought to 
portions of the lesson which I thought 
were important for a dialogue with 
students to help them understand the 
content more effectively. For those parts 
of the lesson, I explicitly noted down the 
questions that I would ask, and thought 
about my students’ expected responses 
since I knew them better after having 
taught them for six weeks by that time. 
Through predicting their responses, I 
could then better plan further questions 
to direct and scaffold their understanding 
towards the intended lesson outcome. 

My mentors also encouraged me to take 
audio recordings of my lessons, and hear 
myself teach after the lesson itself. In 
particular, I focused on the parts of the 
lesson where I asked students questions, 
the amount of wait time that I gave for 
them to answer the questions, and the 
verbal feedback that I provided to either 
a correct, incomplete or incorrect answer. 
I also found myself more cognizant of my 
non-verbal body language, especially 
when a student provided an incomplete 
or incorrect answer. The audio transcripts, 
which I analysed after hearing the audio 
recordings of my own lessons, were 
useful in making me realise that I had 
been uncomfortable with giving students 
wait time to answer my questions, and 
would often call out a student’s name 
to answer the question posed almost 
immediately. This would naturally cause 
the student to be fearful of answering or 
not be able to give extended answers, 
since he/she had insufficient time to 
think about the question. 
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Analysis of an audio recording for my 3 Express biology lesson on movement of substances.

I also realised how using the ‘talking 
mat’ technique—where students are 
allowed time to write their responses 
and exchange them with their partner to 
do peer critique first, before being called 
upon to share an improved version of 
their answer—helped students in their 
confidence in answering questions. More 
importantly, the suggestion to establish 
a safe and comfortable classroom 
environment by reiterating that it is safe 
to make mistakes and learn was also well 
received by students, and I could see 
(and hear) more of them participating 
during the lessons that followed after the 
Focused Conversation.

The breakthrough with the most 
challenging class during practicum

The most challenging class during 
practicum was my lower secondary 
science Secondary 1 Normal class. 
During the first few weeks of practicum, 
I found myself feeling extremely 
exhausted after each period with the 
class. Since my periods with them were 
often after recesses, I found myself being 
frustrated at having to wait for them to 
get their materials from their lockers 
and settle down, which most of the time 

only happened after some shouting. 
Students often shouted out the answers 
and shared their opinions before I could 
call upon them to answer, even after 
repeated reminders to raise their hand 
before stating their opinions. This was 
a fine balance I had to grapple with 
because I did not want to douse their 
enthusiasm in science—given the ‘lack 
of response’ that I faced as a challenge 
in my upper secondary biology classes. 

The above challenges I faced made me 
question my ability to manage a class 
effectively. However, I felt that if that 
was truly the case, I would feel the same 
exhaustion for all of my other classes as 
well—which I did not. As such, I decided 
to speak to the form teacher, as well as 
the school’s Allied Educator for Learning 
and Behavioural Support (AED [LBS]) 
to get a better idea of the students’ 
profile. Through our conversations and 
my observations of the students, I found 
out that there were a number of notable 
characters in the class, some with special 
needs, and some who were generally 
more mischievous across all classes. In 
general, the AED (LBS) was very helpful 
in sharing resources and pointers on how 
to manage students with special needs. 
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She mentioned that it is important to 
establish concrete routines to help them 
feel more settled to be able to follow 
through with the lesson. 

With that in mind, I went on to create 
laminated cards of common things that 
students would need to have on their 
desks to be prepared for lessons—for 
example, their science file, their notes 
and workbook. Prior to the start of 
each lesson, I would stick the relevant 
cards on the board, so students knew 
exactly what to prepare for the lesson. In 
addition, I tried using the Class123 online 
application, something that I had never 
used before. This application acts as a 
virtual classroom and a useful all-in-one 
platform, where each student is assigned 
their own avatar. Through this platform, 
I could use the animated countdown 
timer, assign points (or takeaway points) 
from student’s avatars based on positive 
(or negative) behaviour, and use the 
name-spinner to call for volunteers to 
respond to questions. 

I worked with students to establish set 
routines, such as how I would start a five-
minute timer at the start of the lesson for 
them to get their materials ready, settle 
down and be ready to greet. The fastest 
group to be ready would be awarded 
extra points to their avatars, and I saw 
its effectiveness whenever students 
would call out to their groupmates to 
hurry up so that they would gain the 
extra points. Over time, I challenged the 
class to settle down faster, and towards 
the end of Term 2, they were able to 
settle down within three minutes of the 
timer. The assigning of points to each 

avatar helped me in increasing positive 
classroom participation, and it also 
promoted more prompt submission of 
their homework. These points ultimately 
translated to a small treat at the end of 
the semester. The name-spinner kept 
everyone on their toes whenever I asked 
a question because students did not 
know when they would be chosen to 
answer. This calmed the more outspoken 
and participative students, while it also 
gave an opportunity for the quieter ones 
to voice their opinions. 

On the whole, I saw how the whole-
school approach worked in helping me 
reach out to this challenging class, as I 
partnered with, and was well-supported 
by, the form teacher and the AED (LBS) in 
the school. Being courageous and trying 
out new applications and pedagogy with 
the class helped me see a breakthrough 
in my interactions with them. However, 
I also recognise that the assignment of 
points is an extrinsic form of motivation. 
I hope to be able to do away with this 
point system over time, and, especially 
if I follow up with this class in Secondary 
2, inculcate in them a more intrinsic 
motivation towards their learning. 

Overview of the Class123 App used in class—(from 
top left) Random Name-Picker, Timer, Student 
Avatars.
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SO…‘WHAT’ IS THE TEACHER THAT I 
HOPE TO BE?

Very honestly, teaching became more 
hectic as more things competed for 
attention apart from teaching and 
learning after practicum ended. With 
new roles to juggle in committees, 
co-curricular activities, departmental 
competitions and form teacher-ship, I 
gradually found myself settling into being 
contented with just going through the 
day-to-day routines of teaching, without 
giving as much thought into pedagogy 
or my students’ understanding. However, 
the occasional looking back upon my 
teaching philosophy and the growth I 
experienced during practicum through 
the digital portfolio became a constant 
reminder to not just be contented with 
settling for ‘normal’. No doubt the 
learning curve became steeper and there 
was much frustration along the way, but 
the ‘Why’ of my teaching philosophy was 
a constant reminder to myself to trust the 
journey even if I may not understand it, 
and to let my faith be bigger than my 
fears. Besides, smooth seas never make 
a skilful sailor. To constantly hone my craft 
and be the best I can be for my students, 
I need to continuously maintain an open 
mind and open heart to try and learn 
each and every day. 

The beginning teacher (BT) mentorship 
programme has been a useful bridge 
in my transition from practicum to BT-
ship. Till today, my BT mentors have 
worked closely with me in developing 
my pedagogical skills and knowledge for 
teaching and learning. We are currently 
working on differentiated instruction (DI) 

and resources to enhance teaching and 
learning, and I am blessed to still be 
embarking on a constant inquiry process 
on my practices alongside experienced 
teachers. 

With the recent announcement about 
subject-based banding, I feel DI will be 
more essential in classrooms moving 
forward. In our recent inquiry processes 
and discussions, we explored how 
students responded better to DI when it 
was conducted as part of the teaching 
and learning process itself, instead of 
when it was administered at the end of 
the chapter as part of a DI assessment 
for learning worksheet. Though the DI 
process (from planning the instruction 
to designing the materials to grouping 
the students according to their ability 
and then to the actual carrying out of the 
lesson and reviewing the different types 
of worksheets collected post-lesson) was 
very tedious, it was rewarding to track 
students’ learning over time and see 
the confidence of especially the weaker 
students in handling difficult content 
increases through the DI process. 

In particular, I experienced how DI was 
useful in helping my weaker 3 Normal 
students better understand the cardiac 
structure and cardiac cycle, which is a 
difficult portion of the upper secondary 
biology syllabus that students are 
often confused about. Through a very 
scaffolded approach of guiding students 
through simple label-the-diagram 
questions, to filling up phrases, and then 
progressing them towards writing short 
paragraphs to explain the cardiac cycle 
on their own, the 3 Normal students 
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Students exploring the formula for curved surface 
area of cylinder through a 3D pen activity.

Students working on a differentiated worksheet on 
area and perimeter of composite figures.

Student exploring the various structures of the heart through a 3D model.
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showed a better grasp of the content 
and answering requirements in the 
recent essays which they had submitted, 
as compared to my 3 Express students, 
whom I had earlier taught the same 
content in a non-scaffolded approach.

I was also given an opportunity to try 
and pioneer a 3D pen and cake-cutting 
activity to increase students’ conceptual 
understanding on the relationship 
between uniform cross-sectional area 
and height of a prism in a lower secondary 
mathematics chapter on volume and 
surface area. With the support of the 
mathematics senior teacher, the lower 
secondary mathematics level head and 
my BT mentors, students were observed 
to not only appreciate mathematical 
concepts in a more concrete manner 
but also experience the fun in learning. 
The above examples are a testament to 
how my learning as a BT does not, and 
should not, stop when practicum ends, 
and how the inquiry process which I have 
learnt and applied during my practicum 
is also always relevant throughout my 
teaching career.
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THE EVOLVING TEACHERTHE EVOLVING TEACHER  

Anthea Ong 
PGDE Primary 2017 

MY BACKGROUND

As someone whose grades were not 
stellar and had to attend the Learning 
Support Programme (LSP) in my primary 
school, I have always believed that every 
child has the potential to succeed. Two 
of my former teachers, Mrs Leong and 
Ms Wong, never failed to believe in 
me and always motivated me to be a 
better person. My parents also played 
a significant role in shaping who I am 
today as they have always given my 
siblings and I the autonomy to make 
decisions about our lives. 

My teaching philosophy is grounded 
in the idea that each student is like a 
different type of kopi (coffee). Each one 
of them brings their own uniqueness to 
my classroom. Just like how each type 
of coffee has its own unique taste and 
aroma, each student has unique needs, 
characteristics, and ways of taking in 

information. My job is to discover and 
empower every single one of them. 

Before we start tasting coffee, we 
have to educate ourselves on what to 
look out for. Various elements such 
as cultivating a positive classroom 
atmosphere and the use of multiple 
modalities of teaching (Tactile, Visual, 
Auditory and Kinesthetic) will in turn 
encourage students to ask questions 
and seek answers. This pushes all of us, 
including myself, to inquire further. I find 
that when my students are engaged in 
these ways, I can learn from them, and 
they can learn from their peers as well. 

I have always been proud to be a Chinese 
language teacher. I personally believe 
learning the Chinese language serves as 
a vital part of their education, teaching 
them essential moral values and helping 
them transform into thoughtful global 
citizens. Learning a language can be 

"Learning the Chinese language serves as a vital part of 
their education, teaching them essential moral values and 
helping them transform into thoughtful global citizens."
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boring, hence I learnt how to inject fun 
and interesting elements in my lessons 
using multiple teaching modalities.

USING MULTIPLE TEACHING 
MODALITIES

By using multisensory teaching (Tactile, 
Visual, Auditory and Kinesthetic), 
teachers will be able to target the 
different learning strengths of students. 
This is because not all students process 
information in the same way; most 
students have their own optimal way of 
receiving and processing information 
based on their personality and cognitive 
abilities.

Some students are strong auditory 
listeners and are able to comprehend 
content by listening to the explanation, 
while visual learners may prefer to draw 
out concepts on paper. Some students 
learn best by physically acting out a 
scene with their friends. Sometimes, 
I would engage the students in role-
playing in order to allow them to 
understand the content of a certain 
passage. 

There are various classroom technology 
tools available online to facilitate this. 
For example, I would utilise the ‘Draw It’ 
function on Nearpod to allow students 
to practice writing Chinese characters. 
Sometimes, they would surprise me 
by adding drawings that are relevant 
to the Chinese character. The teacher 
view allows all the student works to 
be displayed on the whiteboard, and 
I would correct their mistakes along 
the way. Students learn best through 

evaluating their own personal work or 
the works of their peers. 

Other than using Nearpod, I would 
also let them practice their oral skills 
via the Seesaw app. First, I would go 
through the target words and sentence 
structures, and help prepare students 
for independent demonstration by 
providing instructional scaffolding. 
Second, they would be allocated a 
specific amount of time to practice 
them using the relevant sentence 
template uploaded onto Seesaw. 
Lastly, they would record and upload 
their recordings onto Seesaw for peer 
evaluation through a class feed view. 

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

I found that this peer evaluation activity 
helps to induce collaborative learning, 
and also teaches my students how to 
provide constructive feedback. The 
ability to collaboratively work with 
others is a critical skill that employers 
are looking for, as collaboration can 
promote innovation and enhance 
problem solving. Part of this skill is the 
ability to give constructive feedback, 
providing the information that people 
need to make changes and improve. 
Besides that, giving peer feedback has 
rebounding benefits that can help to 
enhance their personal language ability.

We cannot prepare our students for 
the future with teaching methods 
from the past. With the working world 
demanding soft skills from individuals 
and a culture of collaboration from its 
workforce, it is important for us to apply 
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the principles of collaborative learning 
in the classroom. One of my students’ 
favourite collaborative games would 
be ‘The Spelling Bee’, where students 

teach selected classmates how to write 
a certain Chinese character, and the 
selected classmate comes up to the 
whiteboard to write. 

A student writing and illustrating a Chinese character on the Nearpod platform.

A student writing a Chinese character with guidance on the Nearpod platform.
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A student providing verbal feedback on her classmate’s picture narration.

POSITIVE CLASSROOM 
ATMOSPHERE

“I am not smart enough” and “I am 
not going to make it” are common 
thoughts that students will have in their 
minds when things get tough. I feel 
that this could also be the main reason 
why people are unable to accomplish 
what they want. We spend most of our 
childhood continually learning—from 
kindergarten to university. We see it as 
a normal but stressful part of our lives. 
Some can make it through this stressful 
period with ease, while some have to 
struggle with their self-esteem. 

I have always wondered if there are 
better ways to make learning effective 
yet interesting. I have discovered new 

approaches, techniques and numerous 
learning materials that can help students 
to enjoy the process of learning. Most 
importantly, we should encourage 
learners to seek their own answers. 
Hence, it is essential for teachers to 
design a positive classroom atmosphere 
where failure is enjoyable, and the 
process of discovery is interesting. 

First, celebrate small successes. This 
is because any accomplishment, no 
matter how small, activates the circuitry 
of our brains and releases chemicals 
that give us a feeling of achievement. 
In particular, the neurotransmitter 
dopamine is released, which energises 
and gives us positive feelings. This 
chemical motivates us to work towards 
goals that will trigger its release. For 
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example, it took Thomas Edison almost 
10,000 attempts to successfully create 
a lightbulb. Regarding his repeated 
failures, he said, “I have not failed, I’ve 
just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.” 
By celebrating small successes, we will 
be able to allow students to feel that 
failure is enjoyable and meaningful as 
well. 

To make the process of discovery 
enjoyable, it is the teacher’s responsibility 
to provide clear behavioural and 
academic expectations right from the 
start and establish classroom routines. 
I would always make sure that every 
student in a group has a role to play so 
that they feel empowered with a sense 
of belonging to the class. For example, 
for a group of five students, there will 
be various roles such as Student Leader, 
Student Teacher, Student Speaker, and 
Student Police. Typically, I would allocate 
the role of Student Teacher to a higher 
ability student, as they will be assigned 
more challenging tasks. Students 
of middle ability will be assigned as 
Student Leaders or Police. Students of 
lower ability will be allocated the role 
of Student Speaker so that they have 
more opportunities to practice their oral 
presentation skills by representing their 
group to speak. 

"Challenges are what makes 
life interesting, and overcoming 

them is what makes life 
meaningful."

– Joshua Marine

By completing the required tasks as 
a team, they have the opportunity to 
develop a greater sense of responsibility 
and learn self-management skills. 
As these routines require interaction 
between teachers and students (or 
among students), they enable students 
to develop interpersonal communication 
and social skills and is also a way for me 
to assess their skills in these areas. 

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES 
DURING PRACTICUM

During my practicum, I encountered 
several challenges, such as time 
management and classroom 
management issues. 

Time Management 

We are fortunate to be able to teach in a 
digital age where there is an abundance 
of technology tools available. My 
students got to access a lot of websites 
during my lessons, such as Nearpod, 
Kahoot, Quizziz and Seesaw. However, 
time was wasted each time I asked 
the class to type a URL link to access 
a specific website. There were always 
students who typed in the wrong URL 
across several attempts, and these 
delays led to the class feeling frustrated. 

Giving students a voice is important in 
improving instruction, so I decided to 
task my students with finding a solution 
to this problem. They suggested 
creating a bookmark folder in Google 
Chrome, where they can bookmark all 
the websites that we have used. This 
solution saved a lot of instructional time 
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and enabled my students to quickly 
locate the resources needed during the 
lesson. 

Classroom Management 

As we teach, we will encounter students 
who habitually create trouble in class. In 
my practicum class, I had a student who 
was always trying to attract attention 
by making weird noises and disturbing 
his groupmates, and he often ended 
up disrupting the entire lesson. I 
approached my Cooperating Teacher 
(CT) and the form teacher to find out 
more about him, and reflected on my 
current classroom routines. 

Firstly, I used proximity to limit negative 
actions by seating him nearer to me 
in class. Secondly, I cultivated a sense 
of responsibility in him by giving him 
a key role as a class monitor. This not 
only helped to keep him busy but 
also built his self-esteem and sense 
of empowerment. In order to earn his 
classmates’ respect, he started to model 
the correct behaviours to lead the class. 
I was amazed by what he was actually 
capable of. 

HOW THE INQUIRY PROCESS 
HELPED ME TO DEVELOP MY 
IDENTITY AS A TEACHER

The inquiry process played a critical role 
in refining and developing my identity as 
a teacher. Teachers need time to reflect, 
and being an effective teacher requires 
a constant re-evaluation of the various 
methods used in the classroom.

The digital portfolio helped me in this 
process—to reflect on my teaching 
styles and methods and to become more 
aware of my strengths and weaknesses 
as a teacher. I was then able to make 
adjustments to improve in areas where 
there was a deficiency. 

Reflecting on my lessons using reports 
generated by Nearpod, I inferred 
that some students had certain 
misconceptions and were unable to 
fulfil the lesson objectives. I was able to 
modify instruction to ensure that they 
had the right understanding before 
they took their review tests. Their test 
performance improved as a result of 
this increased feedback. The reflection 
process strengthened my ability to 
use various forms of technology more 
efficiently in the classroom. 

I believe that understanding learners is 
the foundation for teaching and learning 
to take place effectively. As students 
opened up to respond to questions 
and contribute in class, I was able to 
assess the depth of their understanding 
of concepts, their areas of strengths 
and weaknesses, and whether learning 
objectives were met. As a consequence, 
it allowed me to better understand their 
learning process and come up with 
appropriate learning methods that fit 
the needs of my students. My peers also 
shared suggestions and tips on how I 
can better understand learners and the 
learning process. Making adjustments to 
the teaching methods, plans, objectives, 
and goals of the learning process can 
only happen when a teacher understands 
the students deeply. 
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THE STRUGGLES AND SUCCESSES  THE STRUGGLES AND SUCCESSES  

OF A PE TEACHEROF A PE TEACHER  
Cassandra Tay Hwee Min  
PGDE PE Secondary 2017 

Growing up as an athlete, sports and 
physical activities played a big part in 
becoming who I am today. In primary 
school, I represented the school in various 
sports CCAs (co-curricular activities). 
Moving on to secondary school, I joined 
the volleyball team in Presbyterian High 
School which helped me get into Hwa 
Chong Institution through direct school 
admission. In all my years of education, 
being physically active and competing in 
sports has helped me grow as a person 
in behaviour and character. As such, I 
am a believer that sports can inculcate 
strong values in an individual. 

When I was looking at job options, two 
things came to my mind: 

1) I want to continue being involved  
in sports. 

2) I want to spread the positivity of how 
physical activities and sports can change 
a person’s character and behaviour. As 
such, I was geared towards becoming a 
physical education teacher, which could 
possibly satisfy these requirements!
 

AT THE HEART OF ME,  
WHAT DO I VALUE?

In my teaching subject, physical 
education (PE), I strongly believe that 
through the experiences of sports and 
physical activities, students pick up life 
lessons and values that stay with them 
for a lifetime. 

1. Perseverance
Developing an interest and 
determination to learn. Even if we are 
not good at something, we do not give 
up and give our best in anything we do.  

2. Responsibility
Taking responsibility for one’s learning 
and creating a conducive environment 
for teaching and learning. I believe 
that students should be given 
the opportunity to learn in a safe 
and fun-loving environment and 
develop an interest to learn! 

3. Respect
Respect for self and others, because 
everyone is unique! I believe that 
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it is my responsibility to help every 
student to express and accept 
themselves, as well as embrace the 
differences in others. 

My first encounter with the term ‘teaching 
philosophy’ was back in the days 
when we attended the Initial Teacher 
Preparation course in preparation for 
contract teaching. I was at a loss because 
I knew that I wanted a job that relates to 
human interaction, sports and physical 
activities, but the idea of teaching beliefs 
and values never crossed my mind. 

I began crafting my first teaching 
philosophy when I started contract 
teaching in a secondary school in 2017. 
All new teachers were tasked to create 
their teaching philosophy which was to 
be placed outside the General Office.

So, what exactly drives my teaching 
philosophy? I asked myself three 
questions:

1. What do I want my students to take 
away from a PE lesson?

2. If my subject is not examinable, how 
can I inculcate life lessons in my PE 
classes and make it equally, or if not 
more important?

3. Why be a teacher?

My teaching philosophy stemmed from 
my sporting and education experiences. 
Firstly, the values that I learnt through 
experiences are life lessons that cannot 
be taught in an everyday classroom. 
Secondly, the teachers that have 
supported me in pursuing my sporting 
passion were role models that I have 
grown to look up to, and hence I aspire 

My Teaching Philosophy PPT slide in 2017.
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to become a pillar of support and role 
model for my future students.  

As a student-athlete, I always had a strong 
passion for sports. However, my interest 
in academic subjects was extremely 
low. In year two of junior college, I was 
given the opportunity to represent 
Singapore schools to participate in the 
Asian School Games in Vietnam, during 
my preliminary examinations period. 
Due to the intensive training sessions 
and competition period, I failed all my 
subjects for the preliminary exams and 
was asked to be retained to take A-level 
examinations the following year. 

Despite many considerations, I decided 
to continue with taking the exams that 
year. My subject teachers never gave 
up on me, provided extra lessons after 
school hours and consultations nearing 
the exams. As a student then, I never had 
an interest in those subjects and never 
passed any class tests and major exams. 
However, my teachers were patient in 
teaching and helped me in every way 
possible. Eventually, I scored well in my 
A-level exams and got into a course of 
my choice in Nanyang Technological 
University (NTU). Through this personal 
experience, I learnt that some students 
may need the extra push, and more 
importantly, they need teachers to not 
give up on them. I believe that every 
student should have the opportunity to 
learn, and space to grow their interest in 
the subject—any subject!

Moving from contract teaching to 
practicum 1 and 2, my teaching 
philosophy did not drastically change 

over time. However, I saw consistency 
in believing in what I value in teaching. 
Over time, with increased teaching 
experiences and varying student 
profiles, I often looked back at my 
teaching philosophy and reflected upon 
my beliefs.

“Embracing the differences of others”—
this statement became evident in my 
daily teaching as I came across more 
student profiles, and I realised that 
the value of respect cannot be fully 
understood without learning how to 
embrace the differences of others. I 
believe that bringing this across to my 
students is essential in effective teaching 
as students learn to understand and 
appreciate the differences that every 
individual has. 

Learning to embrace every individual 
brings across the value of respect, and 
therefore a physically and mentally safe 
environment for all students to learn in. 
In a PE class, it is extremely important for 
all students to participate and learn in an 
environment where they feel safe to TRY 
new things each lesson. Hence, students 
need to learn to respect one another 
and see the importance of it before a 
successful lesson can take place.

PRACTICUM 1 (5 weeks at 
Sembawang Secondary School)

1. Lacking confidence 

Since young, competing in sports 
has never been a problem. However, 
standing in front of a crowd to speak was 
a huge challenge for me! Each time, it 
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took me a lot of preparation to know my 
lesson content well in order to stand in 
front of a class to teach. As such, there 
were numerous things that I failed to pick 
up during lessons. For example, when I 
was delivering my lesson introduction, 
there were students who were not 
interested, chit-chatting and simply not 
listening. I was fixated with delivering 
what I had prepared and, in the process, 
neglected the importance of student 
engagement.

This was also raised by my NIE 
Supervisor when she came for my 
lesson observation. To overcome this 
challenge, I needed to learn to be more 
student-centric, such that I could craft my 
lessons to suit students’ needs. This way, 
students may be more engaged, which 
in turn would build my self-confidence. 

2. Content delivery vs  
class management

Often, we plan a lesson according to what 
we have learnt in NIE, but we do not take 
into consideration the class profile which 
determines the amount of time required 
for classroom management. Lessons are 
always structured and planned, assuming 
the class is well-behaved and presents 
no issues. However, during practicum, I 
realised that a certain amount of time has 
to be dedicated to addressing classroom 
issues if the need arises. 

One example was students taking their 
own sweet time to gather whenever 
I blew the whistle. In such cases, I was 
faced with the dilemma to carry on with 
my lesson to finish my content or to 

take time to address student behaviour. 
I was trapped between ‘ignoring’ their 
behaviour and carrying on with the 
lesson, and taking time to address their 
behaviour and in turn sacrificing activity 
time of the class. During practicum, 
unfortunately, I had chosen to ‘ignore 
and carry on’ because I was fixated on 
delivering what I had planned. 

PRACTICUM 2 (10 weeks at Canberra 
Secondary School)

1. Setting routines and being 
consistent

During my previous practicum, I did not set 
my expectations and routines. This led to 
difficulties with classroom management 
issues as the class did not know what 
I expected of them. In Practicum 2, 
I started to think of the routines and 
expectations I would like to implement. 
However, I found it challenging as I had 
to know the existing routines of the class 
before further adding on new ones. It was 
not easy juggling between carrying out 
activities and putting routines in place. 
As I was seen as a ‘temporary’ teacher, 
students may not want to follow my rules 
and routines. However, I realised that it 
was essential. Many lecturers at NIE said 
that it was “wasting time to gain time in 
future”, and I would later on experience 
the fruits of my labour. 

Through the preparation of our Focused 
Conversations (FCs) with our mentor and 
constant mentoring by our Cooperating 
Teachers (CTs), I was able to identify 
areas for improvement and focus on 
strategies to improve my teaching 
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and learning. I also found the weekly 
reflections to be extremely useful. Even 
though it was time-consuming amidst 
lesson preparation, it was time well 
spent to reflect on our lessons, retaining 
the good and identifying areas for 
improvement. 

Another process that contributed 
to my practice inquiry was the focus 
areas chosen for our FCs—motivation, 
instructional strategies and Graduand 
Teaching Competencies. These focus 
areas really allowed me to focus and 
reflect on the issues at present and think 
of ways to address these challenges.

2. Collecting data

In PE lessons, teacher observation and 
verbal feedback were the main tools 

used for student learning. However, it 
is undeniably challenging to observe 
every student in class, know their ability 
levels and provide individual feedback 
in a timely manner. As such, I wanted 
to develop ways to collect information 
from students that would reflect their 
thinking and learning. This would help 
me find out if students have learnt, and 
also design my lessons according to their 
interest and ability levels.

During my practicum, I tried out two 
methods—exit tickets and Plickers.

Exit tickets
This was used mainly to find out if 
students have learnt during my lessons. 
Questions were designed to direct 
students’ answers specifically to what I 
wanted to find out. 

Exit tickets that students complete before the end of class.
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Plickers
This was an interesting tool that I wanted 
to explore, which I used to find out 
students’ perceived level of learning after 
each lesson. I took some time during the 
implementation phase for instructions. 
However, it was important to spend that 
time on explanations in order to achieve 
the ideal and most accurate results 
possible. After every lesson, students 
were tasked to assess themselves for 
that day’s lesson, based on the lesson 
objective given. This allowed me to 
find out if I had achieved my intended 
lesson objectives, and also to identify the 
students’ perceived ability levels. 

For perceived low-ability students, 
it provided me with an insight into 
the students’ ability, perception and 
confidence level. Through this, I have 
identified students who were capable but 
perceived themselves to be low-ability 
due to lack of confidence. Learning 
more about my students provided me 
with useful insights and created more 
opportunities to strengthen the teacher-
student relationship!

In preparation for FC2, the reflection 
process allowed me to identify areas for 
improvement, and new ways to better 
help students learn. As I was thinking 
of ways to better support students’ 
competence, autonomy and relatedness 
needs, the reflection process led to 
the idea of differentiated learning. By 
implementing differentiated learning 
into my practice, it will help support 
learners of different ability levels and 
design lesson activities to challenge 
them at their individual levels. 

Another proposed change was to shift 
from an entire lesson of teacher-focused 
teaching to involving peer-teaching 
for part of the lesson. This idea would 
support the area on motivation as 
students would have greater autonomy 
over their learning process. 

The digital portfolio is a very useful 
platform for me to reflect and record 
my learning process as a student 
teacher. During the Professional Practice 
and Inquiry (PPI) module, we started 
constructing our personalised site and we 

Based on the lesson objective stated above, 
students will self-assess their level of play and 
place their Plickers magnet on the whiteboard. The 
levels of achievement were explained to them in 
the first lesson. 
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were tasked to put in information on the 
modules we took in NIE. This included 
putting in reflection posts and work 
artefacts related to the various modules. 
It was no doubt a tedious assignment in 
the beginning. However, it was evidently 
useful in charting our growth as a student 
teacher as these modules in NIE served 
important purposes in our teaching 
process. The portfolio served as an easy 
reference when we did our Focused 
Conversations later on. 

Two components of the digital portfolio 
that helped in my inquiry process were 
reflecting on our teaching philosophy 
and uploading our work artefacts of 
various modules. 

1. My teaching philosophy
It was easy to refer to the portfolio, and 
create multiple entries to make changes 
to it. In this way, we do not have to 
‘delete’ our original crafted philosophy, 
hence allowing us to see how our 
teaching philosophy has evolved (or not!) 
over time. 

2. Work artefacts
Keeping a copy of our work on the digital 
portfolio provides us with a one-stop 
reference to the resources that we have 
created during our NIE modules. This is 
useful in preparation for our FCs as we 
needed to take reference from past work. 
It is also helpful in our reflection process 
as we seek to refine our practice and the 
digital portfolio provides a platform for 
reference. 

The Focused Conversations (FCs) 
encouraged me to reflect on my teaching 

practices, focusing mainly on motivation, 
instructional strategies and the Graduand 
Teacher Competencies (GTCs). Each 
FC had a different focus point, which 
provided me with the opportunity to 
reflect on different experiences. For 
example, FC1 was a good opportunity 
to look back on my NIE journey and how 
these learning experiences would transit 
into practice as an educator. 

For FC2, we focused on motivation and 
instructional strategies, which helped 
me to reflect on my teaching and 
look at some of the challenges faced 
during my practicum. By doing so, I 
was able to overcome my issue of self-
confidence as I became more student-
centric. Understanding the motivation 
of my learners allowed me to craft my 
lesson activities to suit their needs. By 
doing so, I was able to increase student 
engagement and gradually increased 
student-teacher interaction in class, 
hence reducing the tension I felt back 
then! I realised that when lessons are 
crafted to suit students’ ability and 
interest levels, most of them would be 
engaged and motivated to carry out the 
activities. After some time, I was able to 
build my confidence in teaching and it 
was no longer an issue in Practicum 2.

This was also pointed out by my NIE 
Supervisor (NIES) during my first formal 
lesson observation. As she was my NIES 
for both Practicum 1 and 2, she was able 
to compare my teaching between both 
practicums, and she said that I seemed 
a lot more confident in terms of body 
posture and tone! That was a huge 
encouragement for myself. It proved 
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that shifting the focus to crafting lessons 
to increase the interest levels of my 
students would help me in carrying out 
lessons the natural way!

This inquiry process has certainly shaped 
me into a more reflective practitioner. It 
may seem tedious and time-consuming 
at first, but the process of reflecting and 
refining has enabled me to improve as 
an educator. Focused Conversations 
with our NIES and lesson discussions 
with our mentor have provided me with 
better thought processes and equipped 

me with greater knowledge in the field of 
teaching. Certainly, this inquiry process 
has helped me to refine and reaffirm 
my beliefs and values as a teacher, and 
to realise the importance of my beliefs. 
Whenever I face challenges, I would 
always go back to the question: 

What are my beliefs and values as a 
teacher?

Perseverance, responsibility and 
respect—the values I hold true to my 
identity as a teacher.

My Teaching Philosophy, 2019.

"Whenever I face challenges, I would always go back 
to the question: What are my beliefs and values as a 
teacher?"
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WINGS TO SOARWINGS TO SOAR  

Lio Jen Yun   
PGDE Primary 2017

I was inspired to pursue the arts due to 
a particularly outstanding art teacher I 
had in secondary school. He was always 
enthusiastic, engaging during class and 
he was very bold in his approach towards 
teaching art. It is said that ‘experience is 
the best teacher’ and for me, art lessons 
with him were experiences which now 
inform my own approach to teaching art, 
now that I am in his shoes. 

I remembered my art lessons being 
filled with many interesting activities 
as I was introduced to the many 
principles, elements and facets of 
art. I also remembered the feeling of 
empowerment I had as he trusted his 
students to carry out our projects and 
coursework in any way that we wanted. 
Instead of being prescriptive with his 
methods, he could be counted on 
to always dish out tailored advice to 
each of us as he observed the way we 
worked. This freedom to experiment and 
discover the subject through our own 

hands left a very deep impression on me 
and fostered my lifelong love for art. 

After working for a couple of years 
and being unsatisfied with what I 
was previously doing, I recalled this 
experience one day. I had a conviction 
that my love and calling was in teaching 
and I could no longer run away from it. 
To me, there is nothing more meaningful 
than inspiring young minds and it is a 
blessing to be able to do this on a full-
time basis, in a subject which I love. I wish 
to share my love for art and to recreate 
the same experiences I had when I was 
a student now that I am an art teacher in 
my own right.     

To me, having both a love for the arts 
and a passion for teaching children are 
like the two strong wings I need to take 
flight and soar in this teaching career. 
And I am most happy and privileged to 
be able to do the two things that I love 
every day.  
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MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 

My teaching philosophy stems from my 
belief in arts education. I believe that 
the subject of art teaches many things. 

I believe that every child is an artist. 
Children are great thinkers and their 
imagination is limitless. I strongly 
believe in giving every child an avenue 
to express a voice that they already 
have. My role as an art teacher is to help 
them understand that they have a voice 
to express themselves and to give them 
the confidence to believe in themselves 
through artmaking. 

Coming from a visual communication 
background, I believe that art also 

teaches students many 21st Century 
Competencies (CC) skills that are 
required of them today, such as critical 
and inventive thinking. I believe that art 
is dynamic and students should be given 
many opportunities to explore and 
question the world around them, and at 
the same time, enabled to be creative 
in their solutions. Therefore, I believe in 
employing inquiry-based learning when 
I teach. I aim to ask more open-ended 
questions and to be open-minded 
to accept students’ solutions in their 

"The artist is not a special kind of 
person; rather each person is a 

special kind of artist."
– Ananda Coomaraswamy

Part of my teaching philosophy from my digital portfolio. 
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artmaking. Through these, art allows 
them to view the world around them 
via different perspectives by facilitating 
classroom dialogue and discussions. Art 
lessons become more student-centric 
and students are given the choice to 
inquire on what they are interested in. 

TEACHER IDENTITY

Armed with my teaching philosophy, 
my teacher identity became clearer 
as I went on to carry out my beliefs in 
my everyday classroom. Besides the 
art curriculum, I ensured students are 
also taught important skills that are 
necessary in today’s new digital age, 
skills such as cyber wellness, online 
literacy, etc. For example, before the 
students were given time to do their 
research online, I explained what search 
engines were and the proper ways to 
use them. Throughout the module, 
we discussed what plagiarism entails 
and set classroom rules on how they 
can leave constructive feedback while 
respecting everyone’s opinions when 
using online platforms such as Padlet. 

I also took the effort to make art 
relevant to other subjects as well. For 
example, I included social studies and  
mathematics in my art lessons to show 
students that subjects are interlinked. It 
is important that students see that art 
lessons are relevant to their daily lives 
and are able to transfer their learning 
onto other subjects as well. Seeing 
the relevance of art in their daily lives 
makes students more motivated to learn 
the subject and promotes the joy of 
learning. 

Part of my teaching philosophy from my digital portfolio. 

Example of my teaching slides used to teach 
Primary 2 students the history of hawker food in 
Singapore. 
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Over time, as I took on more classes 
and prepared for more lessons, I found 
myself taking on the challenge to come 
out with more interesting lessons that 
engaged my students and equipped 
them with skills that are needed for the 
future. When art lessons are planned 
with such an interdisciplinary focus, our 
students are allowed to develop ideas 
that push boundaries. This transfer of 
learning to other disciplines is especially 
valued in today’s knowledge economy 
where lifelong learning is necessary.

INQUIRY INTO MY TEACHING 
PRACTICE

Challenges I faced during practicum

During practicum, the main challenge 
that I picked out was classroom 
management. Being new to the school 
and being an art teacher who only sees 
each class once a week, it was difficult 
to gain the cooperation of the students, 
what more to establish rapport within 
a short amount of time. Students were 
unfamiliar to me and quite frankly, some 
were not interested to do art at all. As 
a result, these students misbehaved in 
my class and distracted others with their 
mischief. With the help and advice given 
to me by my NIE Supervisor (NIES) and 
Cooperating Teacher (CT), I managed to 
gain more ideas to manage my students 
and implemented some suggested 
strategies while at the same time, 
incorporating many pedagogies that I 
have learnt from the National Institute of 
Education (NIE).  

Example of teaching slides where students’ 
artworks were used to teach symmetry in 
mathematics. 

Teaching Primary 4 students a lesson on the tools and functions available for artmaking on Sketchbook app.
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To elaborate on my inquiry process, I will 
use my Primary 4 tile design lessons as 
an example on how I collected data to 
address the questions that I received 
and my observations on my students’ 
learning journey.

For my Primary 4 lessons, students 
were taught some basic functions of the 
‘Sketchbook’ app in order for them to 
create a final tile design. For the lessons, 
they were given time to explore tools 
such as brushes, symmetry, colour and 
learned how to work in layers in the 
Sketchbook app. After each lesson, I 
realised I was unsure of how much my 
students learned as I did not know how 
much technical skills they have picked up 
within the hour-long lesson. 

This resulted in me being unsure about 
what I should address in my next lesson, 
especially when I needed to recap my 
students’ learning and give feedback. 
I found myself unable to give effective 
feedback to my students that addressed 

their learning needs. In addition, there 
were students who worked quickly 
and therefore started to distract other 
students. I needed a solution to find out 
more about the students’ learning as well 
as ways to keep students meaningfully 
engaged when they completed their 
work fast.  

Therefore, I created self-checklists and 
exit slips to collect data as a form of 
assessment. The self-checklist allowed 
students to do a self-assessment of 
what they have learnt from my lesson 
and the exit slips allowed me to find 
out more specifically the questions or 
problems that students faced during the 
lesson. These helped me address some 
of the common problems they faced in 
subsequent lessons. Exit slips also helped 
me keep students engaged meaningfully 
as they now had to reflect and think 
through their artmaking process. This 
reflection process is important for them 
to improve on their artworks as they 
write down their thoughts.

Examples of my self-checklist and exit slips. 
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After consolidating the results from 
my self-checklists and exit-slips, I 
found out that many students were 
really curious about specific tools and 
functions and how they could use 
these functions in different ways to 
enhance their artworks. Some students 
also highlighted that they were unable 
to catch up during class and others 
requested for more time to complete 
their artworks. With these checklists 
and exit-slips, it allowed me to find out 
if learning targets had been met and 
gave me insights about what students 
were really thinking as they worked 
on their artwork during class. These 
slips of paper enabled conversation 
between me and my students as well. 
My handwritten replies to my students 
conveyed to them that I was interested 
in their learning and helped me build a 
rapport with them. 

With these data, I was now more aware 
of my students’ learning. I addressed 
some of their questions with regards to 
tools and functions when I recapped on 
their learning from the previous lesson. 
I allocated more time for artmaking as 
students tend to learn better if they 
are allowed to explore and discover 
the tools and functions on their own. 
Most importantly, my lessons were now 
better paced and more catered to my 
students’ needs. I was also in a better 
position to give more targeted and 
specific feedback to students based on 
their responses. 

Going through the inquiry process 
helped me refine my lesson plans as I 
geared my lessons towards becoming 

more student-centric. Addressing what 
my students were interested in also 
helped me build a stronger rapport 
with my students as they know that I 
care enough to give them feedback 
based on their questions raised, 
and subsequently tweak my lessons 
accordingly to their needs. 

FOCUSED CONVERSATIONS WITH 
NIES, CT AND SCM

I am immensely grateful towards my 
NIE Supervisor (NIES, Ms Nicola Choo), 
Coordinating Teacher (CT, Mrs Maefrize 
Khoo) and School Coordinating Mentor 
(SCM, Mr Anuar Adam). They were very 
generous with their feedback and were 
very willing to share their thoughts, 
resources and experiences with me. 
During my practicum, which was a very 
stressful period, such avenues and 
dialogues with experienced teachers 
were necessary and helpful for me. The 
support that I have received from all 
three of them has helped me develop 
as a teacher as I took in their feedback 
humbly. 

At the initial phase of practicum, when 
Focused Conversation 1 was done with 
both my NIES and SCM, the presentation 
of my digital portfolio was helpful for my 
NIES and SCM to know me better within 
a short amount of time. By being able to 
access my digital portfolio easily and by 
being transparent with my work, both of 
them were able to assess me fairly. 

After speaking to my SCM, Mr Anuar, 
who is a senior teacher in art, during 
Focused Conversation 1, I was very 
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appreciative of his open-mindedness 
and positive attitude towards sharing 
ideas and resources between fellow 
colleagues. I am very much encouraged 
by his positive outlook towards making 
mistakes and treating practicum as a 
valuable platform to gain feedback 
and improve on my teaching. As such, 
I did not hesitate to try out different 
methods and ideas during practicum, as 
practicum is the best time for observers 
to point out your blind spots and 
mistakes. It is only by trying and failing 
that I will learn what works and what 
does not. 

Also, after going through my digital 
portfolio with him, he advised me not 
to put the good work that I had done at 
NIE to waste but instead, to keep this 
practice of backing up and digitising my 
lesson plans and resources to form my 
own personal resource bank and track 
my growth as a teacher.

After each formal lesson observation, 
talking to my NIES or my CT was very 
helpful. Through our conversations, 
they were able to point out areas for 
improvements and suggestions that 
I can make for my future lessons. All 
my initial fears of being judged during 
practicum were redundant as I came to 
value the positive effects of Focused 
Conversations with them. It was only 
through recording my reflections and 
discussing it with them that I came to 
see my weaknesses and how best I 
could address them with the inputs and 
insights from their rich experiences as 
teachers. Often, I found myself being 
very much impressed by the ideas and 

solutions they came up with so quickly 
for me in response to my problems. 
These Focused Conversations where I 
was able to voice out my reflection and 
thinking process freely have helped me 
keep track of my own learning. 

GRADUAND TEACHER 
COMPETENCIES (GTCS)

My inquiry process has helped me 
develop the following GTCs: 

Professional Practice—Providing 
quality learning of child

In order to provide quality learning 
for every child, I created instructional 
opportunities adapted to diverse 
learners. For the majority of my lessons, 
I created video demonstrations to 
cater to different kinds of learners as 
some learners tend to be more visual 
and others more auditory. Playing 
these video demonstrations helped 
my students to become independent 
learners as they learnt not to rely on 
the teacher all the time but instead, 
refer to the video demonstrations that 
were played on repeat as the students 
worked on their artworks.

Through inquiry, I am able to have a 
better understanding of how students 
learn and develop and in turn, am able 
to provide learning opportunities to 
support their learning. The practice 
of reviewing my lessons and doing 
reflections helped me as I know exactly 
what are the areas I need to work on to 
enhance my lessons.
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Screenshots of the video demonstrations 
that I have created.

Professional Practice—Cultivating 
knowledge with subject mastery 

Through my exit slips for my Primary 4 
lessons, I am better able to understand 
the needs of our students in today’s 
context. I learnt that students these days 
are very technologically-savvy and they 
tend to pick up ICT tools such as iPad 
applications very quickly. Finding out 
from them what they are interested in 
and what new tools they have discovered 
through the iPad applications helped 

me build on their existing interest, 
knowledge and understanding. This 
helps me implement meaningful lessons 
that draw on deep and well-integrated 
disciplinary knowledge.

A REFLECTIVE TEACHER 

After practicum, I have continued the 
good practices that I took away from it, 
one of which is being a reflective teacher. 
Ensuring that I set aside enough time 
after each lesson for self-reflection is 
important for me to keep myself in check 
amidst the heavy workload of a teacher. 
Using the same reflective questions and 
guides to inquire on my own teaching 
helps me to better understand myself 
and where the potential problems are. 
Being able to pinpoint exactly where the 
problems are helps me in my discussions 
with my fellow colleagues and mentors, 
and it is only through this process that I 
learn and improve as a teacher. All in all, 
I believe that an effective teacher must 
be a reflective one. Students benefit 
when their teacher is a learner herself. As 
I have always believed, in order to be a 
good teacher, one must first be a good 
learner. 

"In order to be a good teacher, one must first be a good 
learner."
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18
A TEACHER FOR EVERY CHILDA TEACHER FOR EVERY CHILD  

Danial Amjad Bin Abdul Aziz   
 PGDE Primary 2017

My role as an educator began in 2012, 
as an Allied Educator in Teaching 
and Learning (AED T&L). This role 
prepared me for something that I was 
to achieve seven years later, in 2019, 
when I graduated with the Postgraduate 
Diploma in Education (PGDE) and I finally 
realised my dream of being a primary 
school teacher. The experience gained 
as an Allied Educator was priceless, for 
I had the opportunity to interact with 
students with a plethora of learning 
and behavioural needs, experimenting 
with teaching strategies, identifying and 
bridging students’ learning gaps, and 
learning to build rapport with students. 

Immersion in various school activities 
and programmes and speaking to fellow 
educators while I was an Allied Educator 
also piqued my interest to answer the call 
of teaching. Prior to pursuing the PGDE 
programme at the National Institute of 
Education (NIE), I underwent a six-month 
untrained teacher stint. Graduating from 
the PGDE programme has given me a 
fresh challenge and motivation for me 
to use my experience and what I have 
learnt, and to put it to good use in school 
as an educator. 

As I evolved personally and professionally, 
so too did my teaching philosophy. I 
would say that my teaching philosophy 
is a synthesis of both my personality and 
beliefs. Before teaching, I appreciated 
calm, uniformity and constants; I now 
appreciate diversity and uniqueness, 
with being calm at the forefront of my 
teaching philosophy. I strung together 
ideas such as ‘Every student a unique 
individual’ and ‘Different pathways to 
success for each child’ to my current 
philosophy, ‘I am a teacher for every 
child’. 

Children are unique, each shaped 
differently, bringing in different 
backgrounds, experiences and 
worldviews. While they belong to 
the same classroom and adhere to 
the same set of classroom rules and 
routines, certain exceptions in the shape 
of different learning styles, pace and 
interest can be applied to the students’ 
learning to give each child the best 
possible space to learn. I will elaborate 
on how my teaching philosophy has 
evolved and developed over the years, 
mirroring my journey as an educator 
since 2012. 
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The development of my teaching 
philosophy began the moment I 
answered the call to be an educator 
and evolved through observations, 
experiences and learning as I underwent 
the PGDE programme. I began with 
the philosophy, ‘Every student a unique 
individual’ and ‘Different pathways 
to success for each child’ as an Allied 
Educator. 

I grew up with some bitterness at being 
told to forget about pursuing a third 
language by a teacher in primary school, 
as I did not do well for mathematics 
and science, while I knew that I had a 
strong interest and aptitude in learning 
languages. I then developed my belief 
that a child may not find success in a 
certain subject, but may develop flair 
and success in another. This philosophy 
piqued my interest in the theory of 
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 2000). 
Through observation of fellow educators, 
I was also inspired to weave in elements 
of auditory and visual elements in 
teaching, as well as implementing 
kinesthetic activities to encourage 
movement in students for subjects such 
as mathematics and English language.
    
Speaking to students allowed me some 
insight into how they learn best and 

MY DEVELOPMENT AS A TEACHER

My Teaching Philosophy

their preference for different subjects. 
Teachers need to ensure that the 
individuality of each child is considered, 
to allow them to flourish and fulfil their 
potential in the six years of learning in 
primary school. While it is not an easy 
feat, many fellow educators have applied 
variety in their lessons, and I have picked 
up many useful ideas and incorporated 
them in my classroom teaching. 

My first two philosophy statements, 
‘Every student a unique individual’ 
and ‘Different pathways to success for 
each child’, acknowledges the student 
and their education journey, but it 
does not place me as the educator 
within the philosophy. Thus, I added 
a personal element and came up with 
the statement, ‘I am a teacher for every 
child’. Through this philosophy, I am 
able to acknowledge the differences and 
uniqueness of each child, as well as the 
role I play as a teacher. It reminds me of 
the difference I can make as an educator 
to each child. 

I believe that good relationships form 
the foundation in any form of human 
interaction. My priority has always 
been to ensure good rapport between 
students and me, their teacher. I tapped 
on existing platforms to build rapport 
with my students and made sure that 
my students always felt safe in their 
learning environment. This allows me 
to ensure that students' need for safety, 
love and belonging is taken care of 
in the classroom before I move up 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in building 
self-esteem and self-actualisation 
(Maslow, 1943). I engaged in informal 

"I am a teacher for every child."
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conversations with students during 
recess or form teacher time, where a 
half-hour slot is allocated for students to 
interact with teachers personally. I also 
value group conversations, especially 
when misunderstandings occur, to 
get students to personally relate 
and put feelings to any actions that  
have occurred. 

Time is a luxury for educators, and I 
had to come up with quick solutions for 
me to be able to get to know students 
personally. I distributed ice cream sticks 
to my students and got them to write 
their names on it, as well as their interests 
or what they would like me to know 
about themselves. I would read what my 
students have written outside of class 
time. These ice-cream sticks would also 
be used to randomly call students out 
to give responses to questions posed  
in class.

As a teacher to every child, I see each 
child as an individual person. I would 
post self-reminders that each child 
is different, and I should not expect 
each child to learn or behave the same 

way, or have the same worldview or 
background knowledge. I put in a lot of 
effort into giving each child the space 
to learn and not be quick to assume or 
jump to conclusions. It means giving 
attention to lesson planning, giving 
careful consideration to not just the 
learning outcomes, but how elements in 
my lessons consider each class’ student 
profile, readiness, interest levels and 
learning styles. With these teaching 
actions, I believe that I bring more  
variety into my teaching while 
appreciating the differences and 
uniqueness of each child.

Conveying my teaching identity 
through my teaching
 
Guided by a set of values, beliefs and 
actions, I believe my teaching identity is 
the most visible aspect that is conveyed 
through my teaching. My actions are 
most visible to students and they 
leave a lasting impression on them. I 
acknowledge students’ individuality, 
and this is done through getting to know 
students for the person they are at a 
deeper level, whether it is their interest, 

Ice cream sticks used as a tool for building rapport with students. Students would write their names in front 
of the ice-cream sticks, and something personal about themselves at the back. 
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family dynamics, their latest and most 
interesting activity or the challenges 
which they face in life. 

Without rapport, I believe that effective 
teaching cannot take place, thus building 
rapport with each student forms the crux 
of the actions of my teaching identity. I 
see each child for the person that they 
are and not just a name on the class list. I 
take time to speak to students whenever 
I can, during recess or after school, 
through short informal conversations 
with small pockets of students. 

Planning of lessons usually requires 
individual reflection on the profile of the 
class, the different students who make up 
the class and how best to engage each 
student in class meaningfully.  While 
a lesson is meant for the whole class, I 
inserted tweaks to lesson materials and 
teaching tools to align with students’ 
interest. For example, in a social studies 
lesson on features of cities, I inserted 
some visual and musical elements 
into the lesson. While it may not seem 
much, students were able to identify the 
features of a city, such as skyscrapers and 
other related infrastructure. My teaching 
action was the introduction of Alicia 
Keys’ New York music video in class. 

The subsequent lesson required me 
to teach students on changes which 
take place in a city. As the students of 
my class came from Yishun, I selected 
several photographs off the Internet 
of different places in Yishun past and 
present. Students were able to relate 
to the photographs and were able to 
highlight the changes that had taken 

place. Some students even shared their 
excitement and knowledge of the future 
plans for Yishun. This teaching activity is 
a reflection of my philosophy. 

Positivity is another aspect of my 
teaching identity, a belief that 
harmonious peer-to-peer relationship 
is possible through positive words and 
actions. Communication, collaboration 
and information skills are important 
social and emotional competencies 
and I take responsibility in ensuring that 
students learn good communication 
skills when interacting with their peers. 
Some examples include social skills 
during group work, the importance of 
turn-taking, how to put forth ideas and 
opinions respectfully and how to critique 
and be open to receiving feedback. 
These skills are useful in bringing out 
students’ ideas and enthusiasm during 
discussions, and when discussions get a 
little heated. 

INQUIRING INTO MY PRACTICE

Reflecting on issues and challenges

Twelve months away from teaching left 
me anxious and excited to step into the 
class for my practicum in 2018. Thoughts 
that ran through my mind included, 
“How am I going to narrow the gap 
between theory and practice”, and if 
there were any aspects of my teaching 
which I needed to modify to suit the 
student profile. 

During practicum, the reflections before 
and after each lesson gave momentum 
to the inquiry of my teaching practice. 
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Prior to stepping into the class, I reflected 
on the best way to build rapport with 
students, or how I should present my 
lesson to the class. Most reflections 
would take place at the end of each 
lesson. I took concise notes on how 
lessons went and aspects of the lessons 
that can be improved or tweaked. If a 
lesson did not go well for me, I would 
reflect upon its reasons. Was the lesson 
that was planned suited for the profile 
of the class? Was the content and pace 
of the lesson at the right level? Did I 
provide a platform to check students’ 
readiness levels and prior knowledge? 
Did I provide enough scaffolding for 
students to address any learning gaps? 
Have I ensured that learning took place 
through timely assessments for learning?

Working with data and artefacts

Marking is still used in general to 
gauge students’ learning, but this 
can be supplemented by a variety of 
assessment tools in class. During lessons, 
I frequently used quizzes to gather 
data on my students’ learning. Quiz 
questions were usually administered on 
PowerPoint slides or Plickers. To respond 
to quiz questions on PowerPoint slides, 
students would raise up numbered cards 
for multiple-choice questions, or red and 
green cards for true or false questions. 
A glance at the students’ responses 
allowed me to remediate and to get 
students to clarify their doubts on a 
question wrongly answered. Personally, 
I enjoy using Plickers to administer 
quizzes as it allows real-time capture 
of student responses, enabling me to 
observe how well a question has been 

answered by the class. The teacher can 
also generate a report for each question 
answered, allowing for specific and 
targeted remediation for students who 
got certain questions wrong. 

The Student Learning Space (SLS) 
platform allows me to gather data for 
assigned homework. The platform 
enables students to complete their 
assignments at home at their own pace, 
and I am able to comment and attend 
to queries when students post their 
responses online. This process allows 
for a ‘flipped classroom’ approach, and 
it enables me as a teacher to address 
individual student queries. Students are 
also afforded their own time and space 

Plickers, an online tool that can be used to collect 
data, such as the overall student score and the 
score as a class for each question. It provides 
information on students who have answered a 
question incorrectly, enabling targeted feedback.  
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to complete the lessons or assignments 
at their own pace. 

Making changes to enhance students’ 
learning

Changes to lesson materials and method 
of delivery are important to ensure 
learner engagement. Selecting the right 
lesson resources are also important 
to aid in arousing students’ interest or 
encouraging learner engagement. I take 
reference from teaching and learning 
guides, STELLAR (Strategies for English 
Language Learning And Reading) 
guidelines, scope and sequence 
documents and syllabus documents to 
ensure that teaching areas and topics 
are sufficiently covered in class. 

Content-rich videos or technology tools 
such as Google Maps are useful in 
engaging visual learners or students who 
find that textbooks are too overloaded 
with textual information. For example, 
to explain dating conventions for a 
social studies lesson, I used a narrated 
video supported by graphics. 

Teaching props can be utilised to 
incorporate authenticity in students’ 
learning. For a Primary Two social 
studies lesson, I brought in ethnic 
costumes from the different races in 
Singapore to spark off discussion. 
Students enjoyed the lesson very much 
and some of them even remarked that 
it was the first time they saw some of 
the ethnic costumes. I also modified a 
poster on the registration of e-scooters, 
to get students to look for the six main 
points to aid their situational writing. 

These actions and measures were put 
in place to ensure that every student is 
engaged during the lesson.  

Focused Conversations

Focused Conversations are excellent 
platforms during the teaching practicum 
for student teachers to come together 
with our Cooperating Teachers (CT), 
School Coordinating Mentors (SCM) 
and NIE Supervisors (NIES). During 
the Focused Conversations, student 
teachers discuss relevant topics on 
teaching, such as the challenges 
during the initial stages of practicum, 
strategies for classroom management 
and learner engagement, and the 
collection of data for students’ learning. 
This platform allows ideas employed 
by the student teachers to be shared, 
affirmed or opened up for feedback 
from fellow teachers. Questions such as 
why certain strategies and lesson ideas 
were used, how strategies and lesson 
ideas would work for different classes, 
and the reflections of fellow student 
teachers, allow for a rich and meaningful 
discussion and exchange of ideas, and 
for us to understand the thinking process 
behind the strategies and lesson ideas.

MY TEACHER IDENTITY AND THE 
INQUIRY PROCESS

My teaching identity is guided by a set 
of values, beliefs, and to a large extent, 
the actions that I take. Students are the 
core stakeholders in the classroom, and 
learner engagement takes precedence 
when it comes to learning. Therefore, 
student diversity has to be considered 
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during lesson planning, implementation, 
assessment and remediation stages. 
The inquiry process of data collection, 
inference of students’ learning, amending 
lesson resources and reflection helps to 
strengthen the link between students’ 
learning, engagement and teacher 
actions in the classroom. The inquiry 
process is a continuous learning cycle 
for me as a teacher, as I reflect on how 
well the lesson went and the amount 
of engagement students had in class 
during the lesson. 

Reflection involves a period of silent, 
deep thinking about lessons which have 
taken place for the day. Sometimes, prior 
to a lesson, I will think about the lesson 
which I am about to carry out. I question 
if I will be able to achieve the learning 
outcomes with the different classes I am 
going to teach. Will I carry out the lesson 
the same way from start to finish with all 
the classes that I teach? Will I sequence 
parts of the lesson development the 
same way for all the classes? Will I be 
using the same set of resources for all 
the classes? After classes, I will reflect 
upon what went well during the lesson 
or areas that I can work on to improve. 
Were students meaningfully engaged? 
What were the types of questions that 
students asked? Did the questions show 
that students were deep in thought or 
were they questions seeking clarity? Do I 
need to reteach a certain concept? How 
much do I need to reteach to ensure that 
students are able to meet the learning 
outcomes? 

I make a conscious effort as a teacher 
to go through the inquiry process as 

frequently as possible. This is to ensure 
that I address any learning gaps in 
class, as well as build lessons based 
on students’ interests and readiness 
levels. The inquiry process encourages 
me to explore new lesson ideas and 
strategies, and to keep an open mind to 
colleagues’ and students' suggestions 
for improvement. 

The Professional Practice and Inquiry 
(PPI) module at NIE provided a platform 
for me as a student teacher to build 
and strengthen my teaching identity. 
We began with the construction of the 
teaching philosophy and then learnt 
about the importance of inquiry in our 
teaching practice. Teachers should  
keep up to date with current teaching 
ideas, theories and strategies, and also 
be able to look back at theories they 
have learnt. The digital portfolio helps to 
facilitate this.  

In addition to crafting my teaching 
philosophy, I had to reflect on my 
learning by logging in entries in the 
digital portfolio. Whenever I referred to 
my portfolio, I was reminded of various 
strategies and theories that I learnt in 
NIE which I wanted to try out in class. 
The digital portfolio strengthens the 
theory-practice link and is an accessible 
platform where teachers can keep track 
of their learning, whether it is through 
attending in-service workshops or those 
organised by professional learning 
communities. As I am able to decide 
what goes into the digital portfolio, it 
conveys my teaching identity, and also 
serves as a good platform to showcase a 
teacher’s lifelong learning commitment.
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STAYING TRUE TO MY STAYING TRUE TO MY 
TEACHER IDENTITYTEACHER IDENTITY  

Cheryl Yuen Lei Teng   
PGDE Primary 2017

My name is Cheryl Yuen and I graduated 
from the Postgraduate Diploma in 
Education Programme (PGDE) in 2019. 
My specialisation subjects are English 
and science, and I did my practicum in 
a primary school where I taught both 
Primary 3 and 5 levels. It was an insightful 
ten-week journey where I experimented 
by trying, failing and then learning from 
the different approaches and strategies 
used in my lessons. 

The learning curve was definitely steep 
at the beginning, as I had set high 
expectations for myself. This resulted 
in many hours set aside for lesson 
planning—researching for ideas, creating 
resources and mentally walking myself 
through the lesson. These were vital in 
ensuring the confidence I would have for 
my lesson and also, the success of that 
particular lesson. However, having to do 
all these for the different classes every 
day was quite exhausting mentally and 
physically, and sometimes things did not 
always go according to plan. There were 
various times when there was an overrun 
for my activities, thus resulting in not 
having a proper closure, or even times 
when my lesson underran and I did not 

have a contingency plan. Hence, these 
resulted in greater disappointments for 
myself because of the expectations I 
had. 

Furthermore, there were also times when 
I had to ‘think on my feet’ and react 
quickly when something unplanned 
happened in class, or if a student 
asked a question I was not expecting. 
I was initially stumped a few times and 
it made me feel lousy about myself. 
However, I was fortunate to have three 
very experienced teachers to walk the 
journey with me. They often told me that 
teaching is a lifelong skill that we should 
improve on, and that even though they 
had been teaching for years, they were 
also learning new things from me. That 
instantly encouraged me to push myself 
further. The advice and guidance that 
they provided motivated me to strive 
for excellence even though I was at the 
beginning of my teaching profession. 

Out of the many pieces of advice, the 
few that were etched in my memory 
were from my main Cooperating Teacher 
(CT), who encouraged me to find ‘my 
own style in teaching’, one that was 
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parallel to my personality so that I would 
be comfortable teaching in class every 
day. For example, she told me that I was 
friendly and approachable, which made 
my rapport building with students very 
easy. Hence, she advised me to work 
with my strength, which helped me earn 
respect from the students because they 
were keener and looked forward to both 
my English and science lessons. This had 
a positive impact on me, as I felt more 
driven to create engaging lessons for my 
students. 

Another piece of advice was from my 
NIE Supervisor (NIES) who taught me 
to teach ‘for the students’ and not just 
for my practicum grade. That was one 
of the best pieces of advice I have ever 
received because it was so authentic and 
true. Once I focused my thoughts and 
planning on the students, everything 
else just fell into place. Last but not least 
was my NIE English tutor, who taught 
me the importance of ‘aligning’ to the 
culture and system of the school. As long 
as we learn to be adaptive and flexible 
with our thoughts, and stay true to our 
values, we will be able to grow within any 
school environment. These encouraged 
me to become the teacher I wanted to 
be—one who not only makes school and 
lessons enjoyable but is empathetic and 
will be there in developing her student’s 
growth.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY
 
My teaching philosophy was always 
centred on building relationships with 
students. Throughout my education, I 
met many teachers who were genuine 

and were always willing to go the extra 
mile for me. Be it for academic reasons 
or personal advice, they were always 
there as a pillar of strength to make the 
tougher days more bearable. 

My most pivotal memory was of one 
particular teacher who made the effort to 
stay back every single time I had questions 
to ask. She would be extremely patient 
in explaining everything again because 
I did not understand it. Furthermore, 
when exams were nearing, I submitted a 
pile of essays for marking and she would 
return them all to me the next day—filled 
with comments and explanations that 
could help me answer better. On days 
when school seemed too overwhelming, 
she was there to listen and her presence 
always made me feel better instantly. 

Hence, I was first inspired to become a 
teacher when I was in secondary school. 
I wanted my future students to feel 
the same way as I did. I wanted to be 
a teacher who provides them with the 
support they need to grow. Until today, 
I am still in contact with this teacher and 
she still provides me with affirmation and 
guidance, which means a lot to me.

One very important thing I learnt in 
school is that every child is different—
their family background, their behaviour, 
their needs. It is necessary to understand 
their needs first, and, from there, the 
teaching can then proceed. Finding 
time to communicate with the child is 
important. Know what they enjoy doing, 
know their interests. Use that as a hook 
to get them to feel more comfortable 
opening up to you. 
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It took a long time for me to understand 
this and, in fact, I’m still learning. I was 
very lost in the beginning, so I started by 
finding out about the family background 
of various students through previous 
form and subject teachers. I would also 
talk to students outside of the classroom 
whenever I had the time or opportunity. 
Simple gestures such as finding these 
students during their recess just to check 
in on them, or conducting activities they 

enjoy, can be effective ways to build 
rapport with them. Students don’t care 
about how much you know until they 
know how much you care. I find a lot of 
truth in this statement.

Next, I wanted to have active learning 
take place in my classroom. For science, 
I aimed to have hands-on experiments 
or videos during lessons, which are 
effective tools to deepen the student’s 

A poster on Teacher-Student Relationship created with my group mates during PGDE.
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understanding of science concepts. I 
feel that experiments are the best way 
for students to learn. Being able to see 
and conduct the actual experiment and 
to apply the theory onto it can help 
augment the student’s understanding 
of the concept from a hands-on 
perspective. It is only through truly 
appreciating the concept and having a 
good grasp of it that my students will be 
able to enjoy the entire learning process. 
However, I did struggle quite a bit with 
this because it was challenging to find 
suitable experiments for every lesson. 
More often than not, I found myself 
just showing videos or conducting the 
experiment for my students to watch 
because of time constraints. 

However, I reflected by putting myself 
in the shoes of my students and realised 
that it was not an active process of 
learning if they were merely watching 
and not doing the experiments. I was 
destroying their spark in learning. 
Hence, consistent reminders and sharing 
of ideas with other science teachers 
helped. I was more aware of the different 
experiments and I was more flexible with 
the way I planned for my science lessons. 
English, on the other hand, is a language 
which requires practice. Thus, I tried to 
infuse games and activities such as role-
playing and reader’s theatre. Grammar 
and vocabulary may be challenging for 
certain students, hence creating a simple 

game for the entire class to participate in 
can make the lesson more interesting for 
the students. Students also enjoy doing 
group work, hence role-playing and 
reader’s theatre are enjoyable learning 
processes they can experience together 
and have peer-to-peer learning take 
place.

INQUIRING INTO MY TEACHING 
PRACTICE

A teacher wears many hats and there 
were many challenges I faced. Some 
were small but some would be on my 
mind for days, and those were often the 
ones that really affected me emotionally.
During practicum, I was teaching a class 
of Primary 3 students who had a growing 
love for drama and theatre. I learnt 
about it from my CT and she shared with 
me about the creative ideas the students 
would come up with. 

For example, after listening to the 
song ‘Fearless Phil’ from the English 
STELLAR syllabus, they created their 
own extension of the song. With that in 
mind, I was teaching the next unit on the 
Gruffalo and I wanted to infuse creativity 
and fun into my lessons as well. After 
completing the second reading on the 
Shared Book Approach (SBA), I managed 
to get the class to come up with actions 
for the Gruffalo song. They were able 
to replicate the song and actions within 

"Students don’t care about how much you know until 
they know how much you care."
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two tries and performed it together as a 
class. It was really an enjoyable lesson for 
me and my students! 

Following that lesson, I decided to 
include more speech and drama 
strategies into the lesson. I tried a ‘hot-
seating’ approach where I got a student 
seated in the chair to play the role of 
one of the characters in the Gruffalo 
story. The rest of the students would 
then interview this character by asking 
questions individually, and it was up to 
the student in the hot seat to use their 
creativity to act accordingly to how they 
feel the character would reply. Most 
of the students were very excited to 
participate in this activity, to the extent 
that I was asked if there would be 
more hot-seating activities in my future 
lessons. 

I wanted to end off the unit with a 
Reader’s Theatre activity, so I looked 
for finger puppets on the Gruffalo  
website and printed them. I also printed 
out the entire script and divided it 
according to the number of groups in 
the class. These materials were prepared 
and packed into individual Ziploc bags 
before the lesson. 

On the day of the lesson, my students 
were ecstatic and prepared the best that 
they could for the performance. Each 
group had about four members and 
each member had a specific character 
to play. I was very satisfied with how 
the lesson turned out as I saw every 
child taking their role very seriously, and 
that they read with a lot of expression 
even though it was in front of the entire 
class. Even the quieter students gave 

it their all and I also saw some group 
mates standing beside them or reading 
the lines softly beside them. I was very 
touched to see nine-year-olds providing 
support and strength to their classmates 
even without being told to do so. I 
reflected on the lesson and I felt a great 
sense of achievement despite the many 
preparations I had to make preceding 
the lesson. It was then that I realised the 
students managed to pick up the joy of 
learning because I was able to see and 
feel the interest from them.

After practicum, I was given a very 
different profile of students and I 
struggled a lot. Their pace of learning 
was much slower than what I had 
experienced during practicum, and 
because of that, I often found myself 
stressing out about completing the 
syllabus and even going to class. There 
were several students who would often 
act up in class and I had to stop to address 
the issue, which ultimately affected the 
entire momentum of the lesson. Many 
a time, I became too practical. I chose 
to neglect the science experiments and 
instead showed videos to the students 
because I was unable to manage the 
class well. Little did I know that I was also 
forgoing my teaching philosophy about 
active learning in class. Despite the 
videos, I had many students who were 
not interested to learn, and those who 
were interested found it difficult to grasp 
certain scientific concepts. They were 
able to verbalise the answer but they 
could not phrase it in a sentence when 
completing their written assignments.

This made me reflect and I sought 
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clarification and help from my reporting 
officer (RO). She shared with me that with 
this student profile, I needed to expose 
them to more hands-on activities, which 
could potentially improve their retention 
of knowledge. She also taught me the 
importance of setting expectations and 
following them throughout the year. 
With that in mind, I started off with 
simple expectations that allowed me to 
conduct experiments in the class as pairs. 
I then progressed to doing experiments 
in the science lab in groups. I saw my 
students working together and learning 
at a pace they were more comfortable in. 
Consequently, I was able to help those 
who needed more attention by asking 
scaffolding questions or by doing the 
experiment together with them. 

At the end of each lesson, I took the 
opportunity to affirm students who 
displayed positive behaviours, even 
students who often acted up in class. 
The affirmations compelled them to 
show better behaviour in subsequent 
lessons because their emotional needs 
were met. My RO also shared some 
simple formative assessment strategies 
that I could use to check on my students’ 
understanding. These include the 
creation of worksheets with customised 
difficulty levels and the use of ICT tools 
such as Plickers. 

The customised worksheets for 
differentiated learning helped to 
strike a balance, accommodating the 
students’ learning pace and needs while 
maximising learning objectives. The 
main purpose was to help my students 
attain small successes. Such small 

successes were extremely important 
for my students because they formed 
a foundation for their motivation and 
interest for the subject. 

With these structures in place, I slowly 
started to see that my students were 
more engaged during lessons and the 
acting up reduced significantly. I also had 
a group of students who would stay back 
to ask me questions related to science. I 
was most encouraged when one of the 
weakest students asked if he could have 
more of such worksheets to practice on. 
For students who acted up frequently in 
class, I made it a point to find out about 
their family backgrounds by checking 
with the form teacher. 

I put in a lot of effort to communicate 
with my students whenever I could 
during curriculum time. When they were 
behaving well, I often gave them words 
of affirmation personally, or sometimes 
in front of the class. It was a long process 
and I spent many nights wondering if 
I could have done something better 
for them, but I learnt that what these 
students really needed was guidance. 
It was important for them to know that 
their teacher is willing to go the extra 
mile together with them, just like how my 
teachers were there for me when I was a 
student.

All these would not have been possible 
if it were not for the colleagues and 
experienced teachers that I would look 
to for help and advice. The formal and 
informal sessions of sharing were vital in 
helping me develop my teacher identity. 
By sharing how various strategies 
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worked or did not work, I was able to 
make my own thinking process visible 
as I reflected on the different lessons I 
planned and executed. Some of the 
lessons were also observed by my CTs 
and NIES, and getting feedback from 
another perspective was critical in 
developing my knowledge and skills as 
a teacher. 

Consequently, I was better able to 
understand my students and how 
they learn best. As every child learns 
differently, it is important to use different 
approaches during lessons. This is to 
expose them to the myriad strategies 
they can choose from when doing their 
self-revision. For example, most students 
learn visually, and some through doing or 
listening. Incorporating all these factors 
into teaching slides, videos, experiments 
and other resources is for their learning 
process.

DEVELOPING MY TEACHER 
IDENTITY

The inquiry process is a never-ending 
cycle of reflecting, customising and 
experimenting. They were integral in 
helping me understand the needs of 
my students and also honing relevant 
skills and pedagogies in teaching. For 
example, through marking students’ 
written assignments, I was able to obtain 
feedback on whether or not my students 
fully understood the learning objective 
and success criteria of the particular 
lesson. With that, I learnt that it is crucial 
to make the learning objective simple 
and clear for the students to understand. 
This promotes self-directed learning 

Worksheets with customised difficulty levels.
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as students can track their learning 
throughout the lesson and it acts as a 
checklist of small successes for them. 
The formative assessment tools help 
both the students and the teacher move 
forward in their learning and teaching 
respectively through closing certain 
learning gaps.

The digital portfolio is a convenient 
platform to track and record my growth 
and to refine my teacher identity. When I 
needed to pin down thoughts that were 
messy and all over the place, it helped 
that I could list down such thoughts first, 
and then slowly organise and put them 
into words. This practice eventually 
helped me to cultivate a reflective side. 
It helped me draw various connections, 
from planning the execution of my 
lesson to reflecting on the lesson 
through my students’ written work, their 
participation during the lesson and from 
my own inference of how the lesson 
went. Whenever I encounter challenges 
or feel that I might have lost my way, it 
is a place where I can look back to and 
remind myself to stay true to my teaching 
philosophy.

Through inquiry, I was also able to apply 
certain theories learnt and one of them 
was Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It was 
evident that the students’ foundational 
needs had to be met first in order for 
growth to occur. It is inadvisable to 
continue a particular lesson when more 
basic needs such as the child’s emotions 
or behaviour have to be addressed. 
Therefore, practicing this indirectly affects 
my own teaching style. It enables me to 
go beyond the students’ academics and 

develop into the type of teacher I want 
to be—a teacher with empathy, one who 
helps students understand that having a 
good heart, mind and character is much 
more important than getting ‘A’s in their 
examinations.
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DELIVERING FUTURE-READY TEACHER DELIVERING FUTURE-READY TEACHER 
EDUCATION:  THE ROLE OF PPI AND THE EDUCATION:  THE ROLE OF PPI AND THE 

DIGITAL PORTFOLIO DIGITAL PORTFOLIO   
Dr. Stefanie Chye

In 2019, the Director of NIE, Professor 
Christine Goh, set forth NIE’s vision 
and mission of delivering future-ready 
programmes guided by a Life-long, Life-
wide and Life-wise model of learning. 
Life-long learning is about the learning 
that occurs across one’s lifespan, 
from infancy to adulthood. It is about 
connecting learning to purpose, how 
knowledge and skills are retained over 
time, and the metacognitive processes 
that enable this. Life-deep learning is 
about having a deep understanding 
of disciplinary content and adaptive 
expertise, achieving both efficiency and 
innovation. Life-wise learning is deeply 
important to our future society, focusing 
learners on values, morals, character 
and historical empathy. Life-wide 
learning is about real-world connected 
learning across multiple contexts and 
disciplines. Learning occurs not just 
within the boundaries of the school, but 
outside of school, in informal learning 
environments (Kwek, Hung, Koh & Tan, 
2017).

Against this background, the 
Professional Practice and Inquiry (PPI) 
initiative becomes increasingly relevant.  
At the same time, the notion of pre-
service teacher-inquiry and the use of 
digital portfolios have been accorded 

increased importance in contemporary 
education (e.g., Scully, O’Leary & 
Brown, 2018; Eynon & Gambino, 2017; 
Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2009).  Digital 
portfolios in particular have recently 
been named and recognised as a high 
impact practice in education (Watson, 
Kuh, Rhodes, Penny-Light, & Chen, 
2016).

At NIE, the digital portfolio and the PPI 
course work in tandem as part of the PPI 
initiative. The digital portfolio is viewed 
as a tool to help teacher education 
achieve its vision of delivering future-
ready programmes undergirded by the 
Four-Life Learning Model—Life-long; 
Life-deep; Life-wide and Life-wise.  
Together, they seek to achieve the 
fundamental outcomes of developing a 
teacher’s inquiry and reflective skills, as 
well as to facilitate the construction of a 
teacher identity. 

LIFE-LONG LEARNING

The PPI course equips student teachers 
with the metacognitive inquiry and 
reflection skills needed to take 
ownership of their learning and embark 
on a Life-long journey of growth. Using 
the Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTCs) as a roadmap, student teachers 
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chart their learning goals and identify 
areas that they need to further 
strengthen. This is complemented by 
the digital portfolio, which helps student 
teachers to chart their development 
as teachers and their mastery of 
Graduand Teacher Competencies 
through visualisation tools. The platform 
supports the aggregation of learning 
and facilitates learning and teaching 
when student teachers are undergoing 
practicum and after they graduate from 
NIE as full-fledged teachers. Continuity 
of learning is ensured through the 
migration of content to MOE’s OPAL 
2.0 platform, which teachers can use to 
refine their teaching practice when they 
are posted to teach in schools.  

LIFE-WISE LEARNING

In Life-wise learning, the focus is on 
expanding the purpose of learning 
beyond the self, towards 21st century 
values and what is important to our 
future society. At the start of the PPI 
course, student teachers are invited 
to reflect on questions such as “what 
does it mean to be a teacher in the 
current context?” and “what is your 
teaching philosophy?” By crystallising 
one’s teaching philosophy and identity, 
educators will gain a clear understanding 

of their roles and personal purpose as 
teachers, aligning their aspirations, 
values and competencies with a view 
to impacting the next generation (Tan, 
2012). In addition, the V3SK framework 
outlines the values and skills needed 
to provide our students with a holistic 
21st century education and nurture their 
potential to become active contributors 
to society.  Here, the digital portfolio 
serves as a tool to help student teachers 
track their engagement in Life-wise 
learning endeavours, document their 
service-learning experiences at NIE and 
reflect on their emerging identity as 
educators. The digital portfolio further 
affords the V3SK attainment table and 
visualisation functions which enables 
student teachers to summarise and 
chart their Life-wise learning.

LIFE-WIDE LEARNING

Life-wide learning is about learning 
across multiple contexts, perspectives 
and modalities. Throughout the course 
of teacher training at NIE, student 
teachers will experience a wide 
spectrum of theoretical, practical and 
exploratory learning. The PPI course 
serves as a meta-framework to help 
integrate and consolidate these diverse 
learning experiences. Within the digital 

"By crystallising one’s teaching philosophy and identity, 
educators will gain a clear understanding of their roles and 
personal purpose as teachers, aligning their aspirations, 
values and competencies with a view to impacting the 
next generation."
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portfolio, virtual community spaces 
and showcases bring student teachers 
together with mentors and peers, 
facilitating collaborative learning and 
the sharing and exchange of multiple 
perspectives. Student teachers also 
participate in a series of structured 
Focused Conversations (FCs) with their 
School Coordinating Mentors during the 
practicum. Through these conversations, 
student teachers aggregate, synthesise 
and make sense of various forms of 
learning across multiple contexts and 
form a strong connection between 
theoretical knowledge and real-world 
classroom practice.  

LIFE-DEEP LEARNING

Life-deep learning is about having a deep 
understanding of disciplinary content, 
as well as the expertise to adapt and 
innovate. In today’s classrooms, teachers 
need to adopt innovative pedagogies to 
engage learners and nurture inquiring 
minds. The Reflective Practice Model 
provides a framework to guide student 
teachers through the process of 
reflection. The model can be used to 
analyse and reflect on their experiences 
after every lesson, so as to gain a deeper 
understanding of how their practice can 
be enhanced. Going beyond reflection, 
student teachers are introduced to the 
model of Teacher Inquiry.  They are 
taught how to observe, collect data, 
inquire and understand various aspects 
of their students’ learning. Through this 
process, teachers gain insights into their 
students’ learning needs and abilities 
and alter their practices based on new 
understandings that have developed 

during this inquiry and investigation 
process (Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 
2009).  The digital portfolio provides a 
learning space for student teachers to 
form connections between pedagogical 
theories and classroom practices, and 
continuously hone their craft through 
cycles of reflection and inquiry. 

Overall, the relationship between the 
PPI initiative and the Four-Life Learning 
Framework can be schematically 
represented in Figure 1 below.  The 
digital portfolio is conceived as a pillar 
that supports the Four-Life Learning 
Model in the individual’s entire learning 
journey, from a pre-service teacher in 
NIE to a full-fledged teacher in the 
teaching service. It serves as a vehicle 
that drives and underpins this learning 
philosophy through NIE’s teacher 
education programmes, towards 
aggregation and integration of learning, 
ownership and continuity of learning, 
and a deep grasp of the theory-practice 
nexus. Through this process, student 
teachers acquire the competencies 
needed to become teacher inquirers 
and reflective practitioners with a strong 
sense of identity and purpose.

The digital portfolio takes on various 
roles depending on the stage of the 
teachers’ learning—a learning portfolio, 
a showcase portfolio and a teaching 
portfolio. As a learning portfolio, it 
encourages student teachers to collate, 
curate, reflect upon and make sense 
of their learning in their Education 
Studies (ES), Curriculum Studies (CS), 
Academic Studies (AS) and values-
based experiences. As a showcase 
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portfolio, it is used during the teaching 
practicum and Focused Conversations, 
as a learning space to craft their 
teaching philosophy, to help students 
reflect upon and make sense of their 
teaching experiences, to systematically 
inquire into their practice, and to chart 
their attainment of standards and 
competencies.  As a teaching portfolio, 
teachers can continue to build on their 
portfolio in their professional learning 
and development, during in-service 
and higher degree courses.  There are 
several affordances of the enhanced 

Digital Portfolio 2.0 that support these 
roles, as illustrated in the three boxes on 
the right of Figure 1.

Moving forward, we will continue to 
make enhancements to the design and 
features of the digital portfolio. Through 
this platform, we believe that student 
teachers would be able to build deep 
foundations for Life-long, Life-deep, 
Life-wise and Life-wide learning, and 
become future-ready teachers that can 
nurture and inspire the next generation 
of students. 

Figure 1:  The Role of the Digital Portfolio.

Acknowledgements: Sincere appreciation to Mr. Tan Wee Kwang, Ms. Berlinda Khu, and Mr. Chris Chua from the PPI Unit 
for their contributions and insights.

BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY 176



Calandra, B., Gurvitch, R., & Lund, J. (2008). An exploratory study of digital video 
editing as a tool for teacher preparation. Journal of Technology and Teacher 
Education, 16(2), 137-153.

Coldron, J., & Smith, R. (1999). Active location in teachers' construction of their 
professional identities. Journal of curriculum studies, 31(6), 711-726.

Dana, N. F., & Yendol-Hoppey, D. (2009). The reflective educator's guide to classroom 
research: Learning to teach and teaching to learn through practitioner inquiry (2nd 
ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

De Pree, M. (1989). Leadership is an art. New York: Doubleday.

Dunne, J. (1993) Back to the Rough Ground. London: University of Notre Dame 
Press.

Eggen, P., & Kauchak, D. (2013). Educational Psychology: Windows on Classrooms 
(9th ed.). NJ: Pearson.

Eynon, B., & Gambino, L. M. (2017). High-impact ePortfolio practice: A catalyst for 
student, faculty, and institutional learning. Stylus Publishing, LLC.

Gardner, H. E. (2000). Intelligence reframed: Multiple intelligences for the 21st 
century. Hachette UK.

Gee, J. P. (2001). Identity as an analytic lens for research in education. Review of 
Research in Education, 25, 99–125.

Ginott, H. G. (1972). Teacher and child: a book for parents and teachers. New York: 
Macmillan.

REFERENCESREFERENCES

177 BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY



Gladwell, M. (2008). Outliers: The story of success. Little, Brown & Company.

Hallman, H. L. (2007). Negotiating teacher identity: Exploring the use of electronic 
teaching portfolios with preservice English teachers. Journal of Adolescent & Adult 
Literacy, 50(6), 474-485.

Kwek, D., Hung, D., Koh, T. S., & Tan J. (2017). OER-CRPP Innovations for Pedagogical 
Change: 5 Lessons. Singapore: National Institute of Education.

Krzywacki, H. (2009). Becoming a teacher: emerging teacher identity in mathematics 
teacher education.

Langer, G. M., Colton, A. B., & Goff, L. S. (2003). Collaborative analysis of student 
work: Improving teaching and learning. Virgina: ASCD.

Liu, W. C., Koh, C., & Chua, B. L. (2017). Developing thinking teachers through 
learning portfolios. In Teacher education in the 21st century (pp. 173-192). Springer, 
Singapore.

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 
370–396.

Mayer, D. (1999) Building teaching identities: implications for pre-service teacher 
education, paper presented to the Australian Association for Research in Education, 
Melbourne.

Ministry of Education (2015). Speech by Mr Heng Swee Keat, Minister for Education.
https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/speeches/speech-by-mr-heng-swee-keat--minister-
for-education--at-the-moe-promotion-and-appointment-ceremony-on-friday--17-
april-2015--at-4pm--at-orchard-hotel-grand-ballroom

BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY 178



Saphier, J., Gower, R. R., & Haley-Speca, M. A. (1997). The skillful teacher: Building 
your teaching skills. Acton, MA: Research for Better Teaching.

Schön, D. A. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Scully, D., O’Leary, M., & Brown, M. (2018). The learning portfolio in Higher 
Education: a game of snakes and ladders. Dublin: Dublin City University, Centre for 
Assessment Research, Policy & Practice in Education (CARPE) and National Institute 
for Digital Learning (NIDL).

Sellars, M. (2012). Teachers and change: The role of reflective practice. Procedia-
Social and Behavioral Sciences, 55, 461-469.

Shepherd, C., & Hannafin, M. (2011). Supporting preservice teacher inquiry with 
electronic portfolios. Journal of Technology and Teacher Education, 19(2), 189-207.

Sinek, S. (2009). Start with why: How great leaders inspire everyone to take action. 
Penguin.

Smits, H., Wang, H., Towers, J., Crichton, S., Field, J., & Tarr, P. (2005). Deepening 
understanding of inquiry teaching and learning with e-portfolios in a teacher 
preparation program. Canadian Journal of Learning and Technology/La revue 
canadienne de l’apprentissage et de la technologie, 31(3).

Tan, O.S. (2012). Teacher education frontiers: 21st century challenges in teacher 
education and overview. In O.S. Tan (Ed.), Teacher education frontiers: International 
perspectives on policy and practice for building new teacher competencies  
(pp. 1–20). Singapore: Cengage Learning Asia.

Valli, L. (1997). Listening to other voices: A description of teacher reflection in the 
United States. Peabody journal of Education, 72(1), 67-88.

179 BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY



Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological 
processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Walkington, J. (2005). Becoming a teacher: Encouraging development of teacher 
identity through reflective practice. Asia-Pacific Journal of teacher education, 33(1), 
53-64.

Watson, C. E., Kuh, G. D., Rhodes, T., Light, T. P., & Chen, H. L. (2016). ePortfolios–
The eleventh high impact practice. International Journal of ePortfolio, 6(2), 65-69.

Weshah, H. (2013). Investigating the effects of professional practice program on 
teacher education students' ability to articulate educational philosophy. College 
Student Journal, 47(3), 547-559.

York-Barr, J., Sommers, W. A., Ghere, G. S., & Montie, J. (2001). Reflective practice 
to improve schools: An action guide for educators. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin.

BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY 180



ISBN: 978-981-14-9584-7
Title: Becoming a Teacher: Reflection, Inquiry and Identity.

Copyright © 2021 by Office of Teacher Education, National Institute of Education.
 
No text or photographs may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or likewise without the prior permission of the copyright owner.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTSACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Editor: Dr. Stefanie Chye

The Office of Teacher Education, National Institute of Education, would like to 
thank the authors for their contribution to this book. We would also like to express 
our sincere gratitude to all NIE faculty for their invaluable guidance to our student 
teachers and for the support rendered in their journey of becoming teachers. Thank 
you for developing their personhood as teachers and their professional stance as 
reflective practitioners and as teacher inquirers.

Our heartfelt appreciation goes to Dr Chua Bee Leng, Associate Dean for Professional 
Practice, for her immeasurable support and for her unwavering faith in the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) unit. Thank you for your unceasing belief in our cause.

Sincere thanks go to the members of the PPI team, Chris Chua, Berlinda Khu, and Tan 
Wee Kwang for their commitment and dedication in coordinating with the authors 
and publisher on the production of this book. Special mentions to Wee Kwang for 
tirelessly scrutinising the fine-grained details of the chapters.

We hope that the writings in this book will inspire and encourage our teachers to 
continue in their professional development as they traverse their lifelong journey of 
“becoming”.

181 BECOMING A TEACHER: REFLECTION, INQUIRY AND IDENTITY





B
ECO

M
IN

G
 A

 TEA
CH

ER: REFLECTIO
N

, IN
Q

U
IRY A

N
D

 ID
EN

TITY
B

ECO
M

IN
G

 A
 TEA

CH
ER: REFLECTIO

N
, IN

Q
U

IRY A
N

D
 ID

EN
TITY



B
ECO

M
IN

G
 A

 TEA
CH

ER: REFLECTIO
N

, IN
Q

U
IRY A

N
D

 ID
EN

TITY
B

ECO
M

IN
G

 A
 TEA

CH
ER: REFLECTIO

N
, IN

Q
U

IRY A
N

D
 ID

EN
TITY


