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FOREWORD

The rapidly changing environment of 
today requires students to possess both 
content knowledge and the ability to adapt 
to novel situations. Students need to be 
driven by an intrinsic mindset of inquiry, 
coupled with the curiosity and willingness 
to learn and change. Dr Ruth Wong 
recognised the importance of such critical 
thinking skills in students, and the role 
of teachers in developing this mindset. 
In today's classroom, both students and 
teachers are required to embody the 
principles of inquiry. Students have to 
apply inquiry to their content knowledge 
and to situations beyond the classroom, 
whilst teachers apply it to expand their 
knowledge of their learners and use the 
best pedagogies to engage them. 

The changing profile of today's learners 
has necessitated a change in the role of 
teachers.  Having a clear understanding 
and firm belief in their teaching identity 
and of what teaching and learning 
entails, will help teachers to navigate 
these heightened complexities. Beyond 
imparting content knowledge, teachers 

"A teacher who is not an 

inquirer nor a problem-solver 

is hardly likely to provide the 

right intellectual climate for 

his pupils to ask constructive 

questions or develop critical 

ability." 
Dr Ruth Wong Hie King
Director of Institute of Education 
(1973-1976)

PROFESSOR TAN OON SENG
DIRECTOR 

National Institute of Education
Nanyang Technological University

are tasked with developing students’ 
ability to question, innovate and create 
knowledge. It is through iterations 
of deliberate reflection and inquiry 
that teachers adapt and refine their 
teaching approaches to best achieve 
these objectives. It is equally important 
that we provide the teachers with the 
opportunities to share their inquiry process, 
heightening their level of metacognitive 
self-awareness and adopting a variety 
of cognitive self-regulated strategies 
to improve on their practice. Therefore 
the Professional Practice and Inquiry 
(PPI) course at the National Institute of 
Education was designed to equip student 
teachers with the knowledge, skills and 
values required to develop them into 
reflective practitioners with a strong 
teacher identity. 

In this book, we will walk through these 
reflective journeys with our student 
teachers. Many of them have also 
offered excerpts from their e-Portfolio, 
detailing their personal experiences and 
development along the way. We hope 
that their journeys will allow educators 
to gain insights on how inquiry aids 
evidence-based teaching.

I would like to congratulate the editor and 
authors for publication of this book. I am 
sure many educators would be able to 
identify with the authors’ inquiry process 
and be inspired to take ownership of 
their professional growth within the 
educational community.
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PREFACE

Rapid advancement in technology 
that leads to the pervasiveness 
of information and an increasingly 
interconnected society with change 
that is fast and relentless have 
heightened the complexity and 
diversity of the world we live in. It is 
difficult to predict how our future will 
be like and yet as teachers we will 
need to prepare our students to be 
both future-oriented and future-ready. 
Our students need to be anchored in 
sound moral values and acquire the 
skills, knowledge and dispositions that 
will help them face future challenges 
with tenacity. Thus, a teacher not only 
imparts knowledge, but also instils 
values, develops character as well 

as an inquisitive mindset with the 
intrinsic motivation to learn, unlearn 
and relearn.  

At the National Institute of Education 
(NIE), we aim to “nurture teachers who 
are not only ethical, adaptable, and 
resilient in this rapidly changing world 
but also positive towards teaching 
and have a strong commitment to 
their students and profession” (Liu, 
Koh, & Chua, 2017, p. 174). NIE’s 
teacher education is based on the 
V3SK Framework, which captures the 
values (V), skills (S) and knowledge (K) 
expected of a 21st century teacher. 
This framework anchors on three value 
paradigms, namely, Learner-Centred 

1: The V3SK Model (NIE, 2009)

1
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Values, Teacher Identity Values and 
Values of Service to the Profession 
and Community. Student teachers are 
expected to put their learners at the 
centre of their work, develop a strong 
teacher identity and are committed 
to their profession through active 
collaborations with fellow educators in 
the Singapore teaching community. 

Situated within a value-based Teacher 
Education program, the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) initiative 
aims to develop student teachers  
who possess a clear teacher identity, 
able to reflect upon their roles as 
educators, think systematically 
about their own practices and draw 
on theories and research to refine 
their classroom practices (Darling-
Hammond, 2006; Rodgers, 2002). 

There are two components to this PPI 
initiative. For the first component, the 
PPI course aims to (i) develop a set of 
understanding about the fundamentals 
of good teaching and learning and 
how they may use that to (ii) inform 
and formulate one’s teaching beliefs, 
(iii) understand the reflective (see 
Reflective Practice Model) and inquiry 
process and (iv) how relevant data can 
be used to substantiate and inform 
student teachers’ inquiry.  Second, as 
part of the course, student teachers are 
required to build-up their e-Portfolio. 
With the cognitive framework 
provided by the e-Portfolio, student  
teachers will be able to construct their 
conceptual framework of teaching and 
learning, demonstrate what they know 
and are able to do as teachers (e.g., 
Mansvelder-Longayroux, Beijaard & 

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

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What Happened?)

Knowledge 
of Content

Filtering System
(beliefs / feelings)

Knowledge of 
Students

Knowledge 
of Self

Knowledge of 
Teaching and 

Learning

Knowledge 
of Schools 

and 
Societal 

Contexts

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What happened?)

Planning
(So what?)

Reflecting
(Why?)

2
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PERFORMANCE 
DIMENSIONS CORE COMPETENCIES

FOCUS 
LEVEL OF ITP 
LEARNING

Professional 
practice

1. Nurturing the child CB

2. Providing quality learning of child CB

3. Providing quality learning of child in CCA CB

4. Cultivating knowledge: AR

i. With subject mastery CB

ii. With reflective thinking CB

iii. With analytic thinking CB

iv. With initiative AR

v. With creative teaching AR

vi. With a future focus AR

Leadership and 
management 

1. Winning hearts and minds: AR

i. Understanding the environment AR

ii. Developing others AR

2. Working with others: AR

i. Partnering parents AR

ii. Working in teams CB

Personal 
effectiveness 

1. Knowing self and others: CB

i. Tuning into self CB

ii. Exercising personal integrity AR

iii. Understanding and respecting others CB

iv. Resilience and adaptability CB

Note: ITP refers to Initial Teacher Preparation; CB refers to Capacities-built; AR refers to Awareness-raised

3: The Graduand Teacher Competencies Framework (Tan, Liu, & Low, 2017)

3
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Verloop, 2007) and provide evidences 
of the attainment of the Graduand 
Teacher Competencies (GTCs). The 
GTC Framework articulates a set of 
professional competencies classified 
according to the different performance 
dimensions of Professional Practice, 
Leadership & Management, and 
Personal Effectiveness that NIE’s 
initial teacher preparation programme 
aims to achieve for all NIE graduands. 
Student teachers’ competencies may 
be built or awareness level heightened 
after the completion of their initial 
teacher preparation programme.

The PPI course and the e-Portfolio 
are seamlessly weaved into the 
student teachers’ practicum 
experience. Student teachers are 
tasked to articulate their teaching 
philosophy, share their conceptions 
of teaching and learning, and inquire 
into their own practices during their 
practicum experience through the 
use of e-Portfolio with their School 
Coordinating Mentors (SCMs) and 
NIE Supervisors (NIESs) during the 

Focused Conversations (FCs) and the 
pre- and post-practicum conference. 
This inevitably facilitates a culture of 
learning among the student teachers 
and their mentors where they start to 
co-inquire, co-construct and build their 
knowledge. 

In this book, you will gain insights into 
the journey of our student teachers, 
their passion for teaching, their quest 
for professional growth, and how they 
are empowered to take ownership 
of their learning as they “learn for 
teaching” and “learn from teaching” 
(Darling-Hammond, 2006). Through 
their reflections, it offers us a lens to 
learn more about how student teachers 
“learn about inquiry and experience 
it, and become more comfortable in 
doing it” (Saad & BouJaude, 2012, 
p.126) before they integrate fully 
into the education fraternity. Indeed, 
our Singapore educators are not 
teachers for the subject but teachers 
for our students as they constantly 
innovate their teaching for the holistic 
development of our students. 

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR LIU WOON CHIA
DEAN

Teacher Education
National Institute of Education

Nanyang Technological University
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"Reflective practitioners think 

about their experiences in 

practice and view them as 

opportunities to learn."
Kinsella, 2001



A MATTER OF PERSPECTIVE
Choo Chong Yu Gerald, PGDE Secondary 2014

THE START OF A JOURNEY

I have an opinion on almost everything and I am quick to judge. But that 
doesn’t mean that I am always right. Everyone is entitled to having an opinion 
because it is not necessarily a bad thing. It only becomes bad when one refuses 
to change one’s opinion even after being presented with new information or 
facts. When that happens, it demonstrates close-mindedness and a lack of 
perspective. I used to possess such a mentality. I could never agree to disagree. 
However, over the years, I have matured considerably and accepted that there 
is always more than one side to any story. Sometimes all it takes is the ability 
and patience to view things from a different perspective.

When I was 15 years old, I decided to 
become a teacher. I was inspired by my 
Japanese language teacher in Secondary 
1 and 2. She was encouraging and 
patient towards all her students. This 
made learning Japanese an enjoyable 
experience despite my initial struggles 
with the language. In the classroom, 
her effortless execution of every lesson 
made teaching seem like something 
that anyone could do. Being at that 
impressionable young age, I thought 
that teaching would be the perfect 
career because it would be easy. Little 
did I know that I would be proven wrong 
14 years later.

My journey in National Institute of 
Education (NIE) saw me starting out as a 
reluctant student teacher. I was reluctant 
for many reasons: I was missing life 
as a university student, I did not know 
anybody in NIE, and I had assumed 
that teaching is something that comes 
naturally – there is no need to teach me 
how to teach! I recall being very cynical 

and always asking, “Why am I learning 
this?”. Although new and useful content 
were being introduced to me through 
the various modules, I would always 
think, “That’s just common sense” 
and reject these new teachings that 
I was supposed to learn. Here I was, 
with a misinformed opinion on NIE, and 
refusing to review my assumptions. I 
was miserable in NIE and was hardly 
growing as a student teacher. 

Then I remembered a quote by John 
F Kennedy: “Don't ask 'Why'; ask 
instead, 'Why not.'”. I also recalled 
that I had benefitted from taking on 
new perspectives when I was studying 
in Japan, and when I did a two-week 
attachment at Lakewood High School 
(Colorado, USA). Before I visited this 
high school in 2012, I had assumed 
that all schools in the US were horrible 
and that the education there was years 
behind many countries. PISA test 
scores tell everything, right? However, 
after spending two weeks at Lakewood 
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High School, I had a completely new 
perspective on the American education 
system. I saw the good work that the 
teachers in the school were doing and 
the struggles that they faced because 
of the many layers of bureaucracy – 
district level, state level, and federal 
level. It made me understand that 
while it is easy to criticise the American 
education system, it is unfair to do so 

without first understanding that the 
circumstances there are rather unique 
and different from Singapore’s. When 
I was willing to see things from a 
different perspective, I managed to see 
some good in the American education 
system and was able to take away 
some good practices from them, such 
as collaborative learning.

1: American classroom 
2: Students doing Chemistry experiments

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY AND 
TEACHING BELIEFS

This realisation made me change my 
perspective of NIE and soon I found 
myself enjoying the lessons and was 
also learning more about what makes 
a great teacher. Moreover, I realised 
that I was talking more to my peers 
and exchanging thoughts on education. 

Through the Professional Practice and 
Inquiry (PPI) course, I became aware 
of the terms “reflective practice” and 
“teaching philosophy”. I learnt that 
reflection must be deliberate and that it 
would certainly aid in my development 
as a teacher. However, I was taken 
aback when the lecturer, Dr Chow Jia Yi, 
asked all student teachers in the lecture 
theatre to concretise our teaching 

1 1

2
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philosophies. I was stuck. I could not 
articulate my teaching philosophy in 
a concrete manner even though I had 
some idea of the kind of teacher I had 
hoped to become.

Over time, my teaching philosophy 
became clearer to me although I still 
could not articulate it out in words. 
I express myself better through 
photography, a hobby of mine, so I 
looked through my collection of photos 
to find one that would express my 
teaching philosophy. In the photo of 
a peg hanging on a clothesline, the 
peg may be viewed as a simple and 
unassuming peg. However, because 
of the angle from which I took the 
photo, the peg looked extraordinary. 

"I learnt that reflection must be deliberate and that it 

would certainly aid in my development as a teacher.”

3: Teaching Philosophy: Making the ordinary look extraordinary

Simply said, perspective changes the 
way we view things. I realised that my 
teaching philosophy was really about 
wanting to help students seek out their 
"extraordinary" by viewing them from a 
different perspective and uncovering 
their potential for greatness. How do 
I get students to achieve greatness 
in their own ways? I certainly do not 
believe that there is only one path to 
success and I do not wish to impose 
such a view on my students. I believe 
that as a teacher, it is my job to guide 
students to achieve their goals and 
perhaps provide a goal for some who 
may not have one yet. Students are 
free to choose any path that they want 
and I, as their teacher, should be there 
to provide support.

3
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PRACTICUM EXPERIENCE AND 
THE INQUIRY PROCESS

With a clearer and more concrete 
understanding of my teaching 
philosophy and beliefs, I started my 
practicum at Raffles Institution (Year 
1-4). It was a busy 10 weeks of lesson 
planning, lessons and learning from 
my Cooperating Teachers (CTs). In the 
midst of all the madness, I decided 
that I should and would reflect on each 
lesson that I had delivered and think 
about what went well, what went 
wrong, and why things happened the 
way they did. I decided that I needed 
to pen down my reflections on the 
physical copies of the lesson plans 
instead of just reflecting in my head 
so that I could document my thought 
process. This would also help me 
identify issues or challenges, if any, 
that I was facing with a particular class. 
For example, after a few reflections, if 

4: Reflections at the end of lesson plans

I noticed a trend for a particular class 
(e.g. behavioural issues), then that 
would indicate to me that the things 
that are happening during lessons are 
not isolated incidences but something 
that would require some kind of 
action on my part. If possible, I would 
try to get the reflections done within 
the day of the lesson or at the latest, 
within a week of the lesson, so that I 
would not forget what had happened 
in the lesson.

Through reflective practice, I asked 
questions about the techniques that 
I had used in the classroom to teach a 
new concept and often found myself 
wondering if it was appropriate for the 
students. Then, I would revise the way 
I taught the new concept for the next 
class and check if the revised way was 
indeed more effective. I would also 
discuss with my School Coordinating 
Mentor (SCM) and CTs possible ways in 

4
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which I could be more effective in the 
classroom. However, these discussions 
were fruitful only if I had first reflected 
on the lessons and had questions to 
ask. Often, we seek feedback from 
others even before we have given 
ourselves feedback. By doing so, we 
end up looking for external affirmation 
and allow others to decide whether we 
are doing well, which is definitely not 
healthy for any teacher in the long run.

I recall a class which had many students 
who would turn in homework late or 
not turn them in at all. This issue was 
flagged out because of the constant 
reflections that I did after each lesson 
and also because I was using an Excel 
spreadsheet to track assignments and 
test scores. I started asking myself 
whether this situation was a result of 
something that I had done in class (poor 
classroom management, perhaps?) or 
whether it was something else, such as 
a lack of time or lack of motivation on 
the students’ end. After speaking to a 
few students and also the form teacher 
of that class, I found out that many of 
these students were heavily involved 
in sports. As it was right before the 
competition season, many of them 
were training hard for the competitions 
and did not have the luxury of time to sit 
down and take out their homework to 
complete at home. With that knowledge 
in hand, I made an informed decision 
to give homework that could be done 
online via Google Forms. 

That way, students could do it when 
they were on the way home from 
school, or when they were heading to 
their training venues outside of school; 

all they needed was their smartphones! 
The approach worked well for this class 
although some students told me that 
they would prefer homework on paper. 
More students got homework done and 
Google Forms allowed me to collect 
data easily by recording every student’s 
response to every question. This 
formative assessment tells me which 
areas my students are still not very sure 
about and whether I can move on to 
teaching a new topic.

5: Online homework

5

Reflective practice was not the only way 
in which I improved during my practicum. 
I felt that it was important to constantly 
communicate with other teachers, 
my CTs, SCM and fellow NIE student 
teachers in the school. Everybody has a 
different view on things and everybody 
has a different set of experiences. 
The Focused Conversations (FCs) that 
NIE required as part of the practicum 
process provided a platform for all 
student teachers to honestly and openly 
discuss issues that we might be facing 
in the classroom or in the school. It 
was also an opportunity for us to share 
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solutions that have worked for us with 
others. Through the conversations, I 
was made aware that many boys are 
visual learners and their understanding 
would deepen if I had made use of 
demonstrations or visual representations 
in the classroom. Indeed, after the 
demonstration for “Limiting Reactant” 
involving colourful balloons, when 
students were attempting other related 
questions, I was able to very easily 
remind students to “recall the colourful 
balloons demonstration and consider the 
limiting reactant for this question!”. I am 
extremely grateful for the conversations 

that we had because otherwise I would 
have been so blindsided to the varied 
learning styles of my students!

SPACE TO GROW

I am very fortunate to have two very 
wonderful CTs who believed in me and 
trusted me with their classes during 
practicum. They did not micromanage 
what I did as a student teacher and gave 
me lots of opportunities to try out new 
things with their classes. I was given certain 
boundaries and a set of parameters to work 
with but I was free to work however I liked 

6: Data collected from online homework
7: Visual representation for the concept of “Limiting Reactant”
8: Demonstration for the concept of “Limiting Reactant”

6

7 8
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within those boundaries. In addition, I knew 
I could always count on my CTs for help and 
advice whenever I needed it. It was this 
approach of my CTs that allowed me to grow 
as a teacher and develop my identity as a 
teacher. I believe that every student teacher 
needs the space to grow as a teacher and 
to grow into the kind of teacher that he/she 
had envisioned. We do not wish to become 
exact “photocopies” of our mentors or CTs 
because then, there would be no progress 
in the teaching community.

A TIMELY REMINDER AND AN 
ANCHOR

I have been teaching for about two years 
since I commenced on the writing of this 
chapter. A lot has changed in this time and 
I find myself growing as a teacher. I am 
more comfortable in the classroom and 
I feel less flustered when preparing for 
lessons. (Trust me, things get better with 
time. So strive on!) I have also discovered, 
unfortunately, how easy it is to lose sight of 
one’s convictions and beliefs as one begins 
teaching and has to deal with the demands 
of the school on a daily basis; over time, 
if left unchecked, the “jaded teacher” 
is born. I have had times when I felt like 
throwing in the towel or doing the bare 
minimum to “survive”. Thankfully, while 
editing for this chapter, I found myself 
looking at the photos and documents that I 
had uploaded into the e-Portfolio. Through 
these artefacts, I was reminded of the 
convictions and beliefs that I had held as a 
student teacher. 

They reminded me why I wanted 
to teach in the first place and what 
education means to me. The e-Portfolio 
has served as an anchor for me, a 
lighthouse of some sorts, to guide me on 
my journey as a teacher. My classroom 
management style, the way I approach 
teaching, the views I have on education, 
and my identity as a teacher might have 
changed along the way but at the core of 
it all, my teaching belief and philosophy 
are constants that serve to inform every 
decision that I make daily.

I believe it is important to have a 
repository of sorts for the student 
teacher to document his/her start of the 
journey as a teacher so that he/she can 
always look back to feel anchored and 
can remain unfazed when dealing with 
difficult challenges that he/she is bound 
to face when teaching. While it may be 
troublesome to update the e-Portfolio 
because it is online (some of us prefer 
to use the hardy pen-and-paper for our 
reflections etc), the upside to it all is 
that it is always available and will not 
get misplaced, unlike the post-it notes 
or diary that some of us may use. When 
updating my e-Portfolio during my pre-
service days, I found a compromise 
in which I would write things down 
on paper but would take photos of 
important parts and upload them to the 
e-Portfolio. I am glad I did so as I have 
trouble locating some of the pieces of 
paper that I had written on!

"The e-Portfolio has served as an anchor for me, a 

lighthouse of some sorts, to guide me on my journey as 

a teacher.”
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"Reflective practice and the inquiry process has shaped 

my view on education, and I believe that for me to be an 

effective teacher I need to constantly improve. Teaching 

is a profession where you not only teach but also learn.”

THE JOURNEY AHEAD

Teaching is not an easy job. This has been 
proven to me 14 years after I decided to 
become a teacher. There are always so 
many things to do when I am in school 
and it can be overwhelming at times. 
However, in the midst of all that I do in 
school, I would constantly remind myself 
that I have to provide quality education 
to all my students. Reflective practice 
and the inquiry process has shaped 
my view on education, and I believe 
that for me to be an effective teacher I 
need to constantly improve. Teaching is 
a profession where you not only teach 

9: Screenshot of Teaching Philosophy in e-Portfolio.

but also learn. Data collected from the 
classroom, feedback from students, and 
advice from colleagues, can all help to 
inform our teaching. What we do with 
that feedback is important. Are we 
ready to take on a fresh perspective and 
try something out, collect more data, 
improvise and improve, and then try 
things out again? We must recognise 
the cyclical nature of improvement. I 
hope that all student teachers out there 
seek to constantly improve themselves 
so that they would be the best that they 
can be for their students. I will certainly 
strive to do so.

9
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WHAT WE STAY ALIVE FOR
Ow Yeong Wai Kit, PGDE Secondary 2014

My relatively uncommon surname (‘Ow Yeong’) often attracts attention from 
students. Once, during my first week with a class, one rather boisterous boy 
asked me loudly, “Eh ’cher, why your name so weird one hah? Is it ’cause 
people poke you and then you say ‘ow’; that’s why your name start with ‘Ow’?” 
The student was clearly unaware that his remark, though said in jest, could 
be regarded as rude, impudent, and even offensive. Yet, instead of launching 
into an angry tirade against his impertinence, I replied with a question, “If 
someone gave you a poke, would you say ‘ow’?” He pondered for a while 
before answering, “But ’cher, I don’t want people to poke me.” In response, 
I asked quietly, “Then why are you poking me with your words?” The class 
laughed, with some commenting, “Wah… so cheem (deep)”, and I took the 
chance to teach the class about empathy. It was a golden opportunity to impart 
old-fashioned values of respect and understanding, by underscoring the need 
to put oneself in others’ shoes.

1: Teaching is about sharing one’s passion for learning

1
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WHY TEACH?

If I had to sum up why I teach in one 
sentence, it would be this: teaching is 
for me the noblest and most enjoyable 
means to change the world for the 
better. Amongst the various professions 
– medicine, law, business, and so on – it 
is teaching that holds for me a certain 
exceptional quality of selflessness and 
nobility. There is something almost 
magical about the ability to convey one’s 
love for a subject, the capacity to pique 
the curiosity of the young, and more 
importantly, the power to impart values, 
beliefs and attitudes to a new generation 
of learners. Personally, I have been 
blessed with the opportunity of meeting 
truly outstanding teachers who have 
communicated the sincerity of their 
pursuits and the genuineness of their 
interests. In particular, I am especially 
grateful to teachers such as my drama 
teacher in secondary school and my 
literature teacher in junior college for 
sparking my love of English language 
and literature. 

My decision to teach is a way of 
paying it forward – I seek to emulate 
the extraordinary service that these 
teachers have undertaken. I have learnt 
from them that effective teachers do 
not merely teach communication skills 
or subject-specific techniques, but also 
imbue in their students lifelong values 
of empathy, social responsibility and 
continuous learning. Such values are 
conveyed not through bland recitation 
but through direct modeling from every 
fibre of the teacher’s being, and in every 
gesture and utterance. Teaching, after all, 
does not involve the mere transmission 

of ideas to passive auditors or the 
regurgitation of mundane propositions. 
Rather, it is the kindling of a passion, 
driven by a conviction that effective 
teaching depends on close engagement 
with students’ lived experiences.

‘Great teachers,’ as the novelist Pat 
Conroy writes, ‘fill you up with hope and 
shower you with a thousand reasons 
to embrace all aspects of life’ (Conroy, 
2002, p. 63). On the face of it, such a 
depiction of ‘great teachers’ may seem 
overly lofty. Today it is almost passé to 
regard educators as towering beacons, 
lighthouses of inspiration ready to guide 
students towards the illumination of 
knowledge and understanding. Yet it 
would do us well to recall that teaching 
is itself a vocation of ideals, one 
practised by visionaries who believe 
in their students and demand the best 
of them, regardless of the obstacles 
encountered. As an educator, I strive to 
resemble the ‘great teacher’ that Conroy 
describes in his memoir—the teacher 
whose words were ‘oxygen, water and 
fire’ (Conroy, 2002, p. 63) to him. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

Underpinning my teaching philosophy—
related to my subject of English language 
and literature—is the firm belief that the 
study of literature is the study of life. 
Literature is not an impractical course of 
study but a discipline that is directly useful 
and applicable to our lives. Whether in 
terms of understanding others through 
character analysis, detecting authorial 
bias, recognising the roots of conflicts 
around us, or articulating our innermost 
emotions, literature is practical, and can 
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even be therapeutic. It is not merely 
because studying literature allows one 
to develop a spectrum of skills and 
abilities needed in the 21st century, 
such as creativity, communication skills, 
as well as analytical and critical thinking. 
It is also that, as the commentator Ana 
Sampson notes, literature endows one 
with a mighty personal armoury against 
the slings and arrows of life – words that 
soothe and comfort in the midst of illness, 
anguish, or even just the annoyance of a 
delayed train. In a sea of troubles, words 
can give one the greatest company 
and the wisest guidance throughout 
one’s life. Literature, then, provides an 
unparalleled means of both exercising 
the mind and nourishing the spirit. 

How can this passion for literature be 
effectively shared with students, and 
translated into actual practice in the 
classroom? I suggest three main ways.

Firstly, I strive to facilitate effective 

teaching and learning by catering 
specifically to the profile of the class 
that I teach. By leveraging on students’ 
interests – including books, music, films 
and social media – I can bring their world 
into the classroom to activate their 
existing schema and demonstrate the 
relevance of literature. Through activities 
such as drama games and role-play, as 
well as the use of captivating visual aids, 
I engage and motivate students to learn 
about the possibilities of language. As 
far as possible, I conduct collaborative 
activities that directly aid experiential 
learning and improve students’ 
interpersonal skills. To this end, I work 
proactively with colleagues to share 
resources and expand my repertoire of 
teaching techniques.

Secondly, I aim to encourage a 
supportive learning culture by serving 
as a role model for students. Based on 
William Glasser’s model of discipline, 
I make a conscious effort to practice 

2: Wordle of my teaching philosophy

2
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would mean that I regularly ask students 
difficult probing questions about the 
texts they study and the world they live 
in, and documenting their responses as 
a qualitative measure of their intellectual 
growth.

Ultimately, as Parker J. Palmer would 
remind us, good teaching cannot be 
reduced to technique but must come 
from the identity and integrity of the 
teacher (Palmer, 2007). In my classroom, 
learning is contingent on a disciplined 
but dynamic process of dialogue and 
inquiry. It is an active conversation, 
inviting students to explore ideas, to 
stretch each other cognitively, and to 
develop a deeper understanding of 
themselves and the world.

AT THE FRONTLINES: AN 
INQUIRY PROCESS

For my practicum, I taught at Bukit Batok 
Secondary School, a neighbourhood 
school in the west of Singapore. My 
English and Literature students were 

the seven connecting habits: caring, 
listening, supporting, respecting, 
encouraging, trusting, and negotiating 
difficulties (Glasser, 1986). The ethical 
impulse in literature is paramount; to my 
students, I constantly reiterate the need 
to empathise with others. Being a role 
model also demands that I stand by the 
Teacher’s Pledge (Ministry of Education; 
MOE, 2015)—to me, the pledge is not 
mere rhetoric but a genuine expression 
of commitment to the profession. Like a 
life coach, I seek to be disciplined but not 
harsh, compassionate but not passive, 
calm but not aloof, and knowledgeable 
but not pretending to omniscience. 

Thirdly, I monitor students’ understanding 
and promote quality assessment. While 
summative assessment has its place, 
I would stress the need for consistent 
formative assessment to determine 
gaps in understanding and tailor 
lessons accordingly. To stretch students 
cognitively, I aim to engage them with an 
appropriate balance of higher and lower-
order thinking questions. In practice, this 

3: The Teachers' Pledge (MOE, 2015)

"Good teaching cannot be reduced to technique but 

must come from the identity and integrity of the teacher 

(Palmer, 2007).”

     Teachers' Pledge

We, the teachers of Singapore, pledge that:

 We will be true to our mission to bring out the best in our students.              

 We will be exemplary in the discharge of our duties and responsibilities.            

 We will guide our students to be good and useful citizens of Singapore.            

 We will continue to learn and pass on the love of learning to our students.           

 We will win the trust, support and co-operatoin of parents and the community so as to enable us to  

 achieve our mission.                  

3
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mainly in the Secondary 3 Express 
classes: generally intelligent and 
creative, even while individual students 
represented the whole gamut of the 
behavioural spectrum—from quiet and 
obedient to rowdy and rambunctious. 
Two key issues concerning classroom 
management soon arose.

Firstly, I discovered that it is often 
challenging to keep students on task 
and prevent them from becoming tired 
and restless. Such difficulties arose 
particularly during certain timings in 
the day, such as just after Physical 
Education (PE) or during the last lesson 
in the afternoon. During those times, 
students—especially in academically 
lower-end classes—were often sleepy 
and fidgety, unable or unwilling to focus 
on assigned tasks. 

In response, my School Coordinating 
Mentor (SCM) suggested that tasks 
assigned during those periods should 
be adjusted based on their aptitude 
and level of tiredness at that point in 
time. It was vital to check whether the 
assignment task is too difficult: indeed, 
as he pointed out, any worksheet of 
more than four pages is clearly too 
ambitious. Long worksheets tended 
to induce students to 'switch off', and 
when answers were discussed, they 
would merely copy blindly. Instead, if 
providing worksheets, they should be 
limited to no longer than two pages 
long. I learnt that it is necessary to take 
differing rates of learning into account 
by ensuring adequate scaffolding and 
differentiation, for instance, by including 
low-to-high levels of response questions 
in a worksheet—because in every class, 

some will naturally finish faster and 
others slower. Another idea is to have 
a rubric for students who have finished 
more quickly to check their answers. 
Overall, a wide repertoire of strategies 
is required in order to engage students, 
and the particular strategy chosen 
depends on the particular class profile. 

Secondly, there was the problem of 
disruptive behaviour. Some students 
would chatter constantly even after 
being told to pay attention, or would 
suddenly arise from their seats in the 
middle of class to throw objects at 
each other. Indeed, as I was told, in 
every tail-end Express class, there 
will almost always be some students 
who will not be engaged, and who 
remain recalcitrant in their lack of 
cooperativeness. 

One technique is to separate these 
disruptive students by re-allocating their 
seating, or to have them stand at the 
back of the class. It should be noted 
that the threat of detention—though 
occasionally an effective disincentive to 
prevent misbehaviour—may not always 
be a sufficient deterrent for upper 
secondary students because many stay 
back in school till late almost every day 
anyway. Giving extra work may also 
be problematic, because it is more 
sustainable (and less painful) over the 
long run to mark only essential items—
especially for teachers of language and 
literature, since essays can be very 
time-consuming to mark. Maintaining a 
system of rewards and penalties—and 
adhering to it faithfully—can be useful 
in deterring students from engaging in 
disruptive behaviour. 
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4: Screenshot of my e-Portfolio

feel discouraged by the length of the 
work required. Given that the schemes 
of work of both the English Language 
and Literature departments demanded 
several class tests, I used the test scores 
as part of my data to ascertain whether 
my approach was feasible. Besides 
tests, I also based my judgment on 
their performance in class, for instance 
during fun online quizzes (using an app 
called Kahoot!) that I created for the 
students. Finally, I secured feedback 
from students themselves through 
informal conversations to check whether 
there were any other means for me to 
improve the quality of their lessons and 
support their learning process.

IMPROVING TEACHING 
PRACTICE

Based on the data from my Assessment 

Over the course of the practicum period, 
I continued to arrange and shuffle my 
lessons based on the receptiveness 
of students. In terms of keeping a 
class engaged, key strategies also 
included stretching exercises, short 
games, countdowns, or visual signals. 
Instructions had to be bite-sized and 
specific (e.g. ‘sit down’, ‘take out the 
book and turn to pages 91-92’). Students 
could then adhere to instructions more 
easily, and thus remained more engaged 
with the lesson.

At regular intervals during the semester, 
I also consulted my Cooperating 
Teachers (CTs) to seek advice and 
feedback about the lessons that had 
been covered. In terms of handouts, 
I ensured that my graphic organisers 
and worksheets were as succinct as 
possible, so that students would not 
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of Performance in Teaching (APT) forms, 
lesson observation notes, consultations 
with my CTs, students’ test results, 
as well as after-class conversations, 
I gleaned a better understanding of 
the students’ learning needs. By 
documenting such artefacts in my 
e-Portfolio, I managed to articulate 
my learning points with greater clarity 
and precision. The e-Portfolio platform 
was thus instrumental for my learning, 
not only by providing my supervisors a 
clearer picture of my progress over the 
term, but also in allowing me to reflect 
on my own teaching practice in greater 
depth. The versatility of the e-Portfolio 
platform also meant that it facilitated 
multimodal representations of my ideas 
and insights (e.g. not just text but also 
pictures and even videos). In short, 
having an e-Portfolio allowed me to 
better communicate to others what truly 
mattered—my students’ understanding.

The accuracy of data was particularly 
crucial, considering that my teaching 
practice varied, depending on what the 
data presented. For example, the results 
from the students’ first few editing 
tests alerted me to their weaknesses in 
grammar and the significant variation in 
language standards between members 
of the class. Accordingly, in order to 
maintain their engagement with the 
material, I adapted my grammar lessons 

to suit their learning styles better by 
targeting only key areas that they were 
especially weak in. I also uploaded 
YouTube videos that I created (e.g. about 
subject-verb agreement—a particular 
area of weakness) so that students 
could view them even after the lesson 
and refresh their memory about the 
topic.

"The e-Portfolio platform was thus instrumental for 

my learning, not only by providing my supervisors a 

clearer picture of my progress over the term, but also in 

allowing me to reflect on my own teaching practice in 

greater depth.”

Furthermore, given my earlier 
observations that students tended to 
be tired and disengaged during classes 
in the afternoon (especially the last 
class of the day), I introduced breaks 
so as to allow them to freshen up and 
engage with the material better. During 
these breaks, I spoke to students on a 
personal level and taught them simple 
stretching exercises and mindfulness 
practice. These exercises were also 
especially helpful for students reading 
unseen poetry and prose during 
Literature class, given that they needed 

5: My YouTube video on subject-verb agreement

5
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a fresh and clear mind in order to engage 
with new texts that they had never 
previously encountered. The activities 
during these sessions were also kept 
short, while any graphic organisers 
and worksheets used were relatively 
brief and succinct (at a maximum of 
two pages in length). Finally, based on 
my findings that students needed clear 
instructions in both visual and auditory 
dimensions, I maintained the practice of 
writing down key words (as well as the 
agenda for the day) at a fixed location on 
the board. I received positive feedback 
that this promoted clarity and ensured 
that the class was on task.

DEVELOPING THE GRADUAND 
TEACHER COMPETENCIES 
(GTCS) 

Engaging in an inquiry-based process 

has allowed me to become more 
effective in developing and promoting 
professional practice by providing for 
quality learning. For instance, after I 
found that students’ interest had to be 
sustained by both visual and auditory 
stimuli, I incorporated as many relevant 
pictures, videos and Information and 
Communications Technologies (ICT) as 
possible to support the delivery of the 
content of the lesson. Nevertheless, not 
every student was able to understand 
the material at the same rate. For 
slower students, I had to give them 
extra attention and provide them with 
individual support outside class time. 
Some students, furthermore, are vocal 
and receptive to oral feedback, whereas 
others are shy to the extreme and will 
close up if they feel embarrassed by the 
teachers' comments. Hence, I recognise 
the vital importance of catering to 

6: A colourful slide showing how to structure a paragraph 
(using the analogy of a sandwich)

6
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diverse learning styles by taking their 
individual needs into account, since 
every student is unique and demands 
different strategies in order to be 
nurtured holistically. 

Recognising individual needs also entails 
knowing how to harness students’ 
maximum potential by allowing them to 
attain accomplishments that they can 
be proud of. It is a matter of developing 
students’ confidence in themselves. 
For instance, as part of the school’s 
public speaking programme, I had the 
opportunity to coach students to deliver 
oral presentations in front of the entire 
school. I was heartened by how the 
students were inspired to develop their 
sense of poise and style, until they could 
speak with conviction and composure in 
front of hundreds of their peers. Such 
achievements may not be quantifiable, 
but they are no less significant in marking 
the pivotal importance of developing 
students’ self-confidence.

Another point that I have realised is that it 
is essential to cultivate and demonstrate 
subject mastery, honed by reflective 
and analytic thinking. Particularly in 
the higher-end Secondary 3 Express 
classes, some students will ask sharp 
and pertinent questions (e.g. about 
different kinds of modal verbs, or the 
motivations of different characters in the 
play studied), which demands that the 
teacher is fully able not only to respond 

to such questions but further prompt 
students to ask deeper questions that 
will trigger higher-order thinking. The 
skill of responding to complex questions 
with depth and sophistication is a rare 
but vital one, and as teachers, we need 
to cultivate it amongst our students in 
order for them to become truly mature 
thinkers.

Finally, in terms of personal and 
interpersonal effectiveness, I have 
discovered that it is critical to keep 
learning from one's peers and senior 
teachers in order to develop one's skills 
to the fullest. From observing other 
teachers at first hand, I have realised 
that effective classroom management 
depends on setting firm rules from 
the beginning and being consistent in 
maintaining a system of rewards and 
penalties. When planning activities, key 
traits of adaptability and flexibility are 
also particularly crucial, since it's rare 
for any teacher to have more than a few 
days’ notice about schedule changes 
and other sudden announcements 
that affect lessons or classes. Being 
subjected to last-minute changes has 
been good practice for the unpredictable 
and challenging – but ultimately 
rewarding – world of teaching.

“We shall not cease from exploration,” 
as T.S. Eliot puts it, “and the end of all 
our exploring will be to arrive where we 
started and know the place for the first 

"I have discovered that it is critical to keep learning from 

one's peers and senior teachers in order to develop one's 

skills to the fullest.”
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time” (Eliot, 1943, p. 39). The journey 
of my practicum has been less of an 
excursion to hitherto untapped realms 
of knowledge than a voyage of self-
discovery and self-actualisation. Along 
the way, precious gems of experiences 
have graced my path. On the last day 
of practicum, before I bid farewell to 
my Lit class, I showed them a favourite 
quotation of mine from the film Dead 
Poets Society (Haft, Witt, Thomas, & 
Weir, 1989), as my parting words: 

We don’t read and write poetry 
because it’s cute. We read and write 
poetry because we are members of 
the human race. And the human race 
is filled with passion. And medicine, 
law, business, engineering, these 
are noble pursuits and necessary 
to sustain life. But poetry, beauty, 
romance, love, these are what we stay 
alive for. 

The class went “ooh...” with interest, 
and I proceeded to explain why 
they should sustain their passion 
for literature: everyone needs both 

sustenance and purpose, bread and 
beauty. Then one boy who was waiting 
outside the classroom (he was not from 
the Literature class, and was known for 
heckling other teachers), shouted in: 
“But ’cher, if it's ‘Dead Poets Society’, 
that means the poets all dead one, that’s 
why lit so useless!”

The class, taken aback, turned towards 
me to observe how I would respond to 
this affront. “Ah, but young man, you’re 
forgetting,” I riposted quietly, “that the 
dead poets never really die – they have 
‘thoughts that breathe and words that 
burn’, and so they live on even after 
death.”

The class erupted into raucous applause 
as they began chanting, “Lit, lit, lit...” at 
the heckler, who slinked away.

To date, I have never had a prouder 
moment in the classroom. Such 
sterling instances of passion—fuelled 
by enthusiasm, fervour, and zest for 
learning—are truly what we teachers 
stay alive for.

7: A note of appreciation!

7
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TO TEACH FROM THE HEART 
Cassandra Sim Li Ying, PGDE Primary 2014

INTRODUCTION – WHY TEACH?

Everyone, at some point of time in their childhood, would have dreamt of what 
they would like to be in the future. Often, you hear typical examples like ‘Oh I 
want to be a doctor next time’ or ‘I am going to be a lawyer when I grow up’. 
Of course, it is commonplace as well to hear people say, “I wish to become a 
teacher in the future”. If people were to ask me, the girl they claim to have a 
‘Teacher Face’, “Did you dream to become a teacher when you were young?”, I 
am sure my answer will shock many. No, I did not dream of becoming a teacher 
when I was a kid or a teenager. In fact, I even lamented of never becoming a 
teacher when I saw how my teachers worked so hard to educate their young 
and rebellious students like me. You must be wondering what then, made me 
change my mind to embark on this journey in the teaching fraternity.

Well, to fulfill your curious minds, here is 
my answer to you. A girl, growing up in 
an abusive household without parental 
support and guidance, inspired me to 
become the empowering guardian to 
the weaker young ones who needed 
my guidance, support, and most 
importantly, love. I crossed paths with 
her back in 2011 when I became her 
private tutor. She was in Kindergarten 
1 then, a petite 5-year-old girl. On our 
first lesson, she shocked me with her 
difficulties in reading and writing the 
alphabets from A to Z and numbers from 
1 to 10. Upon speaking to her father, he 
shared that she might be diagnosed 
with mild dyslexia. However, keeping 
that at the back of my mind and having 
this particular strange constant belief in 
me that she would be able to recover 
from it, this little girl was finally able to 
go through all odds and at age 6, she 
was able to read and speak like how a 
typical 6-year-old would.

1: Moments of happiness with my very first student

1
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is unique in his or her own way, 
every student possess different 
characteristics, learning abilities and 
learning styles. It is the duty and role 
of the teacher to discover the students’ 
talents and nurture them based on what 
they are strong at and confident in. 

Third, “Every learner, a positive 
learner.” I believe that if students 
possess these five characteristics as 
depicted in the figure below, they will 
become all-rounded students. In this 
multicultural and competitive society 
that our 21st century children live in, 
being a resilient individual, steeped 
in character is essential. With these 
five characteristics, students will learn 
to appreciate the differences in this 
multiracial and multilingual society. This 
appreciation and acceptance would 
allow them to work well in groups – 
an important competency in the 21st 
century. In addition, the resiliencies 
would assist students to put their best 
foot forward in any task they undertake. 
Being an individual with empathy and 
compassion, he or she would put 
themselves in others’ shoes before their 
action and treat others the way they 
wish to be treated. With determination 
and enthusiasm, they would be able to 

2: My teaching philosophy

LIVING THROUGH MY 
TEACHING PHILOSOPHY- TO 
TEACH FROM THE HEART

As my initial and paramount inspiration to 
become a teacher, this little girl formed 
the backbone of my teaching philosophy 
- Teach from the Heart. As cliché as it 
might sound, I feel deeply about how 
teaching is all about HEARTwork- the 
passion to teach at the core of the 
teacher’s heart and the teacher’s 
consistent belief in the abilities of every 
student. My core teaching philosophy 
then encompasses three statements 
that I personally believe in and thereafter 
guide my teaching practices. 

First, “Every teacher, a passionate 
teacher.” A passionate teacher will be 
endowed with the ability to produce 
passionate learners. When a teacher 
loves what she teaches, she will be in 
the best position to deliver the content 
that she loves to her students. This is 
important as well to prevent any burning 
out of passion for teaching when 
teachers love what they do and do what 
they love. 

Second, “Every student, a good 
student.” Just like every individual 

EVERY LEARNER, A POSITIVE LEARNER.

Acceptance

Best foot forward

Compassion

Determination

Enthusiasm

2
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overcome all adversities with resilience 
and take pride in their work with the 
passion for learning. 

In nurturing a whole child, I believe 
that a teacher holds a master jigsaw 
piece that is capable of being fixed to 
the other puzzle pieces that each child 
holds. A teacher needs to be able to 
discover the different talents each child 
has and to mould each student in their 
particular niche areas. Also, I believe 
that students’ learning is dependent 
on teachers’ expectations of them. If 
a teacher holds greater expectations 
of their capability, the students will 
therefore be more motivated to learn. 
This is the Pygmalion effect that I hope 
to achieve as a teacher. 

It is a teacher’s calling to trigger the thirst 
for learning in students and then work on 
their quest for knowledge. I believe that 

if a teacher believes that the students 
that she teaches are to possess these 
five characteristics (mentioned above), 
the journey to achieving her students’ 
successes and excellence will be rightly 

3: Matching a teacher’s expectations to students’ 
abilities, talents and passion

paved. Thus, as I entered the teaching 
fraternity as an untrained teacher, this 
unflappable teaching philosophy that 
I have personally crafted served to be 
the lighthouse guiding me to become 
the most desired mental image of the 
teacher I wanted to be.

THE STEPPING STONE TO 
BECOMING A COMPETENT 
TEACHER – MY NATIONAL 
INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION 
(NIE) DAYS

Stepping foot into NIE after graduating 
from National University of Singapore 
(NUS) has been the most satisfying 
period of my life thus far. I was able to 
make connections with the theories that 
I have learnt in lectures and apply them 
in my microteaching lessons during 
my tutorials. Being able to make sense 
of what I was being taught gave me 
great meaning to my learning as well. 
You could say I felt like I was deeply 
nourished and emotionally contented 
being in NIE. Out of all the enriching 
modules that I attended in NIE, the 
module that struck a tune in my heart 
the most was Educational Psychology. 
Most of the theories that I have 
applied in my classroom instruction 
and management to date are from this 
module. 

In Educational Psychology, we learnt 
about the two different forms of 
motivations - intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation. Personally, I believe a lot in 
motivating students intrinsically more 
than extrinsically, because I believe that 
the effects that extrinsic motivation 
may bring might not be sustainable. For 

3
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example, when rewards or punishments 
are removed, the effects of this 
extrinsic motivation might disappear. 
As teachers, we want to strengthen 
and enhance intrinsic motivation in 
our students so that their learning will 
become self-directed and that they 
will come to discover their true love 
for learning. Indeed, as mentioned by 
Socrates, “Education is the kindling of a 
flame, not the filling of a vessel.”

All in all, the reflective culture in NIE was 
a starting platform for us, the student 
teacher, to activate our consciousness 
effectively so that we can positively 
reshape the world, environment and 
school. Throughout my course of study 
in NIE, I practiced the Dewey form 
of reflection actively. Dewey defined 
reflective thought as ‘active, persistent 
and careful consideration of any belief 
or supposed form of knowledge in 
the light of the grounds that support it 
and the further conclusions to which 
it tends’ (Dewey, 1933). In each of the 
modules that we had to take, there 
would be a reflective component at 
the end. This gave us an opportunity to 

"All in all, the reflective culture in NIE was a starting 

platform for us, the student teacher, to activate our 

consciousness effectively so that we can positively 

reshape the world, environment and school.”

"With my collection of artefacts and lesson ideas, the 

e-Portfolio served as a deposit point to accumulate 

useful ideas and strategies that I could potentially 

employ in my future classroom teaching.”

think back on what we have learnt and 
reflect on how we can better improve 
ourselves as teachers to be.

Also, with the aid of the e-Portfolio 
that we learnt about in our Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) module, I 
had the advantage of connecting my 
reflection with illustrative e-journal 
writing. With my collection of artefacts 
and lesson ideas, the e-Portfolio served 
as a deposit point to accumulate 
useful ideas and strategies that I 
could potentially employ in my future 
classroom teaching. 

THE NEXT STEP TO 
BECOMING A COMPETENT 
TEACHER – PRACTICUM

Based on my core belief that intrinsic 
motivation should be the ultimate 
motivating force for my students, I 
sought to inspire my students so that 
they would be genuinely motivated 
to learn. Prior to practicum, I was not 
endowed with any teaching experiences. 
No relief teaching experiences and no 
contract teaching experiences. My 
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practicum experience started off like 
a maiden voyage embarking in choppy 
waters. Through practicum, I was like 
a sailor on this boat trying to stabilise 
the rocky situations as I faced different 
challenges. 

During my first week of practicum, 
both my Cooperating Teachers (CTs) 
were absent on that Friday and I had 
to take two classes alone. I entered 
my Primary Three class with a light 
heart since I saw how the Primary 
Three students were adorable angels 
when my CT taught them in class. 
However, my prior impression of my 
Primary Three students was proven 
to be false. Being the inexperienced 
teacher I was, I did not set any concrete 
expectations of the class, thinking that 
setting expectations was unnecessary 
since it was not my first official lesson 
with them. However, I regretted it once 
the class turned rowdy as I entered 
the classroom and introduced myself. 
Two groups of boys started getting 
into fights. Some students rushed to 
stop the fight while others came over 
to the front of the class to inform me 
about the fights that were happening. 
Different groups of students were also 
crying for different reasons. One boy 
cried because the class was overly 
noisy. Another girl cried because a boy 
laughed and jeered at her for failing her 
test. To describe the situation of the 

class in one word, it would be warzone; 
to describe my feelings in one word, it 
would be helpless. I have never ever 
felt so helpless in my life before. At that 
point of time, I really didn’t know what 
to do. I didn’t know where to start. Like 
a useless war commander, I entered a 
war with no military operation plans at 
all. Teachers from other classes had to 
come into my class to help maintain the 
class discipline, as the noise level was so 
loud that it affected the classes around 
us. When class ended, helplessness 
turned into embarrassment and later 
hopelessness. I broke down and felt 
really useless as a teacher. 

However, through my first relief 
teaching experience with the Primary 
Three class, I was grateful that I had 
this precious opportunity to realise how 
important classroom management and 
discipline is for a successful lesson 
to take place. With reflections made 
from this first lesson, I developed a 
3H approach using a replica of the 
circulatory system model. The approach 
stems from my overall teaching 
philosophy – to teach from the heart. By 
teaching from the heart, the ideals that I 
have about my classroom practices can 
be well thought through and can then 
be translated into actions. When the 
actual instruction that a teacher delivers 
stems from her teaching philosophy 
and comes from the bottom of her 

"When the actual instruction that a teacher delivers 

stems from her teaching philosophy and comes from 

the bottom of her heart, students would be able to 

receive the most genuine teaching from the teacher.”
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heart, students would be able to receive 
the most genuine teaching from the 
teacher. As students receive the most 
genuine teaching from their teacher, 
they would be able to appreciate the 
care and concern from their teacher. I 
believed that with this, students would 
become more intrinsically motivated to 
excel in tasks that are given to them.

I used this approach for those who 
misbehave in my class. I showed 
concern for them by having little chats 
with them outside of class so that I 
could understand them better. It took 
time and effort getting to know them 
and getting them to trust me, but in the 
subsequent lessons, the students were 
better behaved.

In terms of their academic studies, I 
ensured each lesson was crafted based 

on the students’ abilities and progress 
at that point of the lesson. That would 
mean monitoring their learning after 
each lesson. Hence, I made it a point 
to document statistics of students’ 
learning after each lesson through the 
work that they produce – worksheets, 
assignments and other written work. I 
sought to find out their difficulties in the 
various topics and ensured that these 
misconceptions or struggles would be 
resolved in the next lesson. 

The reflective culture that I lived by 
during my NIE days also prompted me 
to continue this practice during my 
practicum. After every lesson, I would 
jot down the hits and misses of the 
lesson in my own journal as I reflect on 
how the lesson had been carried out. 
The e-Portfolio platform that we learnt 
in NIE also provided me an opportunity 
for reflect-on-action, where I could 
spend time to reflect after each lesson 
and explore why the lesson turned out 
the way it did or what could have been 
done better. In doing so, I was able to 
develop sets of questions and ideas 
about my teaching practices to later 
spark off a more effective and engaging 
lesson in the future.  

During my post-lesson-observation 
discussions with my CTs, I was able 
to vocalise my strengths and critically 
evaluate my shortcomings as a teacher. 
I enjoyed brainstorming teaching 
ideas and strategies together with my 
CTs as we discussed and formulated 
modifications in my teaching styles and 
methods to better suit the students’ 
learning preferences and abilities. 

4

4: The 3H Approach: Heart-Head-Hand.
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THE PRECIOUS PRESENT 
OF SEEKING TO BECOME A 
COMPETENT TEACHER - PEI 
HWA PRESBYTERIAN PRIMARY 
SCHOOL

As I continued my teaching journey as a 
new beginning teacher, I was elated to 
be asked to teach a Primary One Class. 
Staying true to my teaching philosophy 
and keeping my CT’s wise words in 
mind - “To be a good teacher, just be 
yourself and your students will be able 
to see through you and learn”, I became 
a form teacher of a class of 30 young and 
impressionable minds. Every day as I 
fulfill my role as a teacher, I am reminded 
of the reason why I chose to teach and 
my students became the reason I look 
forward to entering the school gates. As 
I continue my reflective practices in my 
classroom today without the guidance 
of my CTs, my students become my 
most honest and sincere critics - the 
driving force for me to become a better 
teacher each day.

THE FEARLESS FUTURE OF 
SEEKING TO BECOME A 
COMPETENT TEACHER

More often than not, the moments 
we remember the most are those we 
spend with our loved ones. As I take 
on batches of students in the future, 
I hope to become an unforgettable 
and loved teacher (egoistic as it might 
sound) as I leave an indelible mark in the 
schooling lives of the children whom I 
have crossed paths with. I wish to be 
remembered as the teacher who made 
them learn not by coercion but rather by 

inspiration. As I continue on my journey, 
rowing my boat, I know that there will 
be times that the waters will be rocky 
and precarious. However, I will continue 
to stay unfaltering to my teaching 
philosophy and passion to teach as I 
seek to win the hearts of my students 
and teach them from my heart with 
HEARTwork.
 
The learning from NIE and practicum is 
massive and its effects are expansive. 
The reflective practices that I have 
learnt will benefit me immensely as 
a beginning teacher in the teaching 
fraternity. The journey in NIE is merely 
my starting point in my teaching voyage. 
What stays are prized learning points 
that I have gained through this journey. 
What matters are how these learning 
points can be translated into teaching 
approaches that will best benefit the 
students under my care.
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EVERY STUDENT CAN LEARN 
AND SUCCEED
Muhammad Sufri Bin Ramli, Bachelor of Science (Education) 

Primary 2016

1: With the most important person in my life, my mum. Picture taken during the Teachers’ Investiture 
Ceremony July 2016

1

BACKGROUND OF MYSELF

I am Muhammad Sufri Bin Ramli and I completed my Diploma in Physical 
Education (with Distinction) in July 2016. I did my Teaching Practice 1 and 2 at 
West Grove Primary School in 2015 and 2016 respectively. West Grove played an 
integral role in my teacher training, providing me with immeasurable support to 
grow as a teacher. I owe a debt of gratitude to the school for providing me with 
a sound and grounded teaching experience, which has significantly shaped me 
as a teacher and a person.
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Besides teaching Physical Education 
(PE), I also teach Mathematics. My love 
for PE comes quite naturally as I have 
always enjoyed playing a myriad of sports 
since young. As for Mathematics, my 
love for the subject grew exceptionally 
at the National Institute of Education 
(NIE) where I had the privilege of being 
mentored by a truly outstanding tutor, Dr 
Yeo Kai Kow. His love for Mathematics 
was at a profound level, which clearly 
rubbed off on me. I can enthusiastically 
say that I absolutely enjoy sharing the 
love of these subjects to students and 
everyone else!

I am currently pursuing the Bachelor 
of Science (Education), majoring in 
Physical Education and Sports Science 
and minoring in Mathematics. I was 
given the opportunity to cross over from 
the Diploma to the Degree programme 
in July 2016.

In NIE, I have been actively involved 
in various school activities. For 
the Academic Year 2015-2016, I 
spearheaded the Physical Education 
& Sports Science Club as the club 
chairperson and I was also involved in 
the NIE Freshman Orientation Camp 
as part of the Orientation Planning 
Management Committee. Outside of 
school, I tutor primary school students 
under the Mendaki self-help group.

HOW MY TEACHING 
PHILOSOPHY CAME ABOUT

My aspirations to be a teacher started 
when I was studying in Millennia 
Institute from 2007 to 2009. My home 
tutor and Economics teacher, Ms 

Yap Kong Lin, is a passionate teacher 
who strongly believes in every one 
of her students, regardless of their 
academic achievements and conduct. 
She would conscientiously ensure 
that all her students fully understood 
every economics concept taught. Ms 
Yap would adopt different teaching 
methods to make her lessons engaging 
and effective. She had an impeccable 
penchant for assessing her students’ 
motivational level and would use 
various strategies to increase our 
intrinsic motivation. She focused her 
encouragement and praises on our 
effort, and she never overly pressured 
us to produce results. Consequently, 
we did fairly well for our economics 
examination!

Ms Yap was also the first teacher to 
identify my leadership potential by 
recommending me to be a student 
councilor. Previously, I could never 
imagine myself as a leader, let alone a 
student councilor. She saw something 
in me that I never knew I had. Being a 
student councilor was my first foray in 
a leadership capacity and I have since 
embraced every leadership opportunity 
that comes my way.

Since then, I had the opportunity of 
being an army officer during my National 
Service (NS) and being given the 
additional role as a mentor in my full-
time working stint at StarHub, before 
embarking on my teaching journey.

NS completely made me realise the 
meaning of putting others before self. 
During NS, I assumed the appointment 
of my unit’s Deputy Manpower Officer. 
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"These experiences shaped me as a person, as an 

educator and most importantly, as a learner."

One of my roles was to be the defending 
officer for my unit personnel who 
committed major offences such as drug 
abuse and running away from camp.

As the defending officer, I had to defend 
my acquitted personnel and present my 
mitigation pleas in front of a panel of 
military judges. Prior to that, it was crucial 
for me to understand and empathise 
the plight of my personnel. Most of the 
time, the acquitted ones were a victim 
of circumstances. Having lost my father 
at the age of 16, I have always believed 
that my circumstance was as bad as it 
could get. However, the open sharing 
sessions with them exposed me to the 
cruel real-world situations that made me 
appreciate life better. I also developed a 
higher sense of civic-mindedness and 
social empathy.

Satisfaction and gratitude came to 
me when it was least expected. As 
part of acknowledging the positive 
impact I have made in his life, one of 
the acquitted named his newborn baby 
after me. It was the greatest and most 
defining moment in my life, which 
provided me with a compelling reason 
to always strive to put others above 
self. It was indeed a truly humbling 
experience.

After NS, I had a full-time working stint 
at StarHub as a customer relationship 
officer. After working for a few months, 
I was identified as a mentor and was 
given the responsibility of mentoring 

new colleagues, a role I strongly 
relished. The mentoring experience 
provided me with a strong impetus 
in shaping my perspectives towards 
teaching. Through mentoring, I realised 
my passion to teach and serve the 
community as a whole, which was 
all along innate. Being awarded the 
Best Mentor also helped fostered my 
growing beliefs to teach and serve.

These experiences shaped me as 
a person, as an educator and most 
importantly, as a learner. I believe 
that the challenges one faces should 
never be a stumbling block to learning, 
growing and eventually succeeding. 
Instead, these life experiences shaped 
the individual and made him or her 
stronger. They make inspiring stories 
too! And as a teacher, I am in the best 
capacity to inspire the future generation.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 
AND BELIEFS

My teaching philosophy stems from the 
beliefs that every student can learn 
and succeed. I see each student as a 
gem – some are rawer while some are 
more refined than others. 

Gems are precious stones, especially 
after they have been refined and polished. 
While some gems are naturally beautiful 
to begin with, others require a series 
of refinements and polishing before its 
true value is revealed. In the same light, 
some students require more attention 
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and help for their holistic development, 
whereas other students are already self-
motivated to succeed. I believe I play an 
essential role in unearthing the hidden 
talents in the former and also providing 
the springboard for the latter to perform.

Being a strong proponent of Ryan’s 
and Deci’s (2000a) Self-determination 
Theory, I believe that students can 
achieve intrinsic motivation if the three 
basic needs of competency, autonomy 
and social relatedness are fulfilled. 
These are the key ingredients in the 
refinement process to unearth the 
talents in them. It is vital to empower 
students to be part of the learning 
process as they take ownership of their 
own learning. As a teacher, I should be 
mindful of creating learning tasks that are 
manageable for students, which cater 
to differentiated learning too. Equally 
important is the need to foster a positive 
social environment where students 
are impartial in working together with 

everyone in the class, and where ideas 
are shared unreservedly. 

Effective communication is the key in 
quality teaching delivery and fostering 
positive interactions with students 
(Cullen, 1998). Personally, I find joy in 
injecting humour and relatable stories in 
my delivery. It certainly helps in getting 
students engaged and building greater 
rapport with them.

Most importantly, my teaching 
philosophy of every student can learn 
and succeed guides my every thinking 
and action.

MY PRACTICUM EXPERIENCE

My inquiry process started before 
the commencement of the practicum 
itself where a self-review was done. 
I devised a personal Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities & Threats 
(SWOT) analysis based on verbal and 

2: There is always time for humour during lessons! Students learn best in a fun 
and conducive environment

2
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written feedbacks received during past 
microteaching sessions in NIE as well 
as during my contract teaching stint. I 
also analysed and ascertained my own 
subject mastery level. The feedback 
and analysis enabled me to work on 
my weaknesses and at the same time 
enhance my strengths.

For instance, I learnt that one of 
my strengths is my ability to pose 
constructive and analytical questions to 
effectively lead students to the learning 
objectives and test their understanding. 
Thus, my lessons would be geared 
towards a student-centred approach 
where students mostly learn by doing 
and exploring, as I primarily played the 
role of a mediator and facilitator. When 
students largely deviate from achieving 
the learning objectives, they would 
be interjected through prompts. The 
questioning technique (5W1H – What, 
Where, When Why, Who and How) 
serves a dual-purpose: they are utilised 
as the main tool for me to assess their 
learning, and if needed, direct them to 
the learning objectives.

Also I am a strong proponent of creating 
a mastery climate for students to thrive 
and take accountability in their learning. 
I strongly believe in investing quality 
time towards the creation of a holistic 
lesson plan that promotes student 
empowerment. Planning a good lesson 
plan requires more than just designing 
the lesson developments in a sequential 
and coherent manner. Plenty of thoughts 
and efforts that are based on the five 
dimensions of meaningful learning 
(i.e. learning by doing, engaging prior 
knowledge, using real-world contexts, 

3: One of the groups at a checkpoint during the 
8-point compass outdoor activity

3

collaborative learning and self-directed 
learning) were infused during the lesson 
planning and implementation stages.

Students would then be able to learn 
in diverse ways – no two students are 
the same – through student-centric pair/
group activities such as student-led 
discussions, presentations and even 
explorations. For instance, as part of a 
formative assessment on the 8-point 
compass Primary 4 Mathematics topic, 
I conducted an outdoor activity within 
the school premises where students, in 
groups of fours, had to navigate using the 
8-point compass and trundle wheel to 
locate a series of unknown checkpoints 
scattered across the designated area in 
the school. My students were able to 
apply the skills and concepts learnt in 
a more practical and realistic manner 
while thoroughly enjoying themselves.

In addition, the incorporation of 
Information and Communications 
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Technologies (ICT) in my lessons 
facilitated clearer background 
information and deeper understanding 
on the topic being taught. During a 
PE lesson where I was teaching the 
athletics hurdling technique, I showed 
videos of the Olympics 110m hurdles 
and 100m sprint events. It was 
paramount that students were able to 
conceptualise what the hurdles were 
and how they originated, as well as 
the difference between the hurdle and 
sprint events. The videos inadvertently 
aroused students’ excitement and 
motivation, as they eagerly looked 
forward to trying to execute the 
hurdles. I also took the opportunity to 
impart affective values associated with 
the history-rich Olympics.

These factors decidedly made lesson 
planning and preparation more time 
consuming. As a result, on the first few 
weeks of practicum, I was deprived 
of quality sleeping time. Besides 
adaptability, a focused inquiry process 
was vital in getting me out of this 
undesired cycle. By Week 4, I realised 
that such a practice was definitely 
not sustainable and healthy and thus 
new strategies were adopted. This 
includes being more practical with 
lesson planning by prioritising the use 
of existing resources and those that are 
readily available.

It was imperative for me to source for 
ways to be more efficient, resourceful 
and at the same time maintain the same 
work quality I demanded of myself. 
Browsing through online educational 
portal such as Marshall Cavendish 
Education online, flipping through 

various teachers’ guide books and even 
sitting in to observe parallel classes 
taught by experienced teachers help 
me in innovating new methodologies to 
incorporate in my lessons. It certainly 
eradicated the previous long hours of 
unproductive brainstorming. Through 
the various exposures, I was able to 
come up with same quality level of 
lesson plans but at a more productive 
rate. This entire process can be aptly 
summed up by the phrase, “investing 
time to save more time”. 

However, the ample resources did 
create a headache, albeit a welcomed 
one. With too many ideas and 
resources, I had the tendency to want 
to incorporate too many things that 
might not be necessary at all. As a 
result, I was just executing activities 
that had little learning value and was 
purely fun. Even though the activities 
were enjoyable, the lesson objectives 
were not fully met.

Quoted from Albert Einstein, “Learning 
is experience. Everything else is 
information”.  True enough, I learnt 
a lot through the experiences of 
implementing overly ambitious lesson 
plans, which did not work out as 
expected. This got me to reflect and 
brainstorm for ways to strengthen my 
lesson planning and implementation 
processes. Fortunately, my Cooperating 
Teachers (CTs) were encouraging and on 
board with my ideas. They allowed me 
to experiment with new ideas and are 
also advocates of learning by doing. This 
autonomy-supportive platform definitely 
provided me with additional incentive to 
challenge and better myself.
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MY INQUIRY PROCESS

Practicum was a good platform to 
exercise an in-depth inquiry process, 
as there are a few major phases during 
practicum that can benefit from a strong 
inquiry process. An inquiry process is 
not just a mere reflection or review of 
one’s performance, but it encompasses 
a structured and purposeful cross-
sectional analysis of one’s professional 
practice (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993). 
A combination of technical, practical and 
critical reflections was applied during my 
practicum based on the NIE’s Reflective 
Practice Model.

Knowledge of Self

At its core, I identified and ascertained 
my own strengths and weaknesses 
through the SWOT analysis. This 

includes the understanding of my 
personality, values and working style. It 
was essential that I adjusted my working 
and teaching style to adapt to the new 
school environment and maximise my 
strengths. Being a cheerful person, it 
helps in my disposition as a teacher as 
students find me more approachable. 
Also, I am cognitively heightened when 
I do work at night. Thus, I would spend 
the day for lesson/event preparations, 
markings and consultations while 
nighttime was used for thorough lesson 
planning.

Knowledge of Teaching and Learning

It was also crucial that I am fully aware 
of my subject mastery level, and how I 
could fully utilise it to deliver an effective 
lesson. For PE lessons, being able to 
demonstrate any motor skills well is vital 

4: The Reflective Practice Model. Adapted from Langer, Colton, and Goff (2003) and York-Barr, Sommers, 
Ghere, and Montie (2006)
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in getting students to learn and execute 
the correct skill form. This is especially 
crucial for skills in sports that students 
generally have minimal exposure. For 
example, most students are batting for 
the first time during PE lessons. Thus, 
I would incorporate a small segment 
on the form of the skills execution 
prior to the main batting activity so 
as to equip students with the basic 
batting technique. This also minimises 
safety threat concerning the batting of 
softballs. Additionally, a good teacher-led 
skill demonstration is a powerful visual 
cue for students to follow. This acts as 
a positive learning reinforcement, which 
enhances learning effectiveness.

Knowledge of Students

I personally feel that this domain is the 
most crucial as ultimately, teachers have 
to reach out to students effectively. I 
tried to get to know every one of my 
students at a more personal level. I 
believe in building personal rapport with 
every student so as to have a better 
understanding of everyone. I try to be 
humorous whenever possible and also 
share personal stories and anecdotes. 
This allows the students to see that 
teachers are human too, and not just do 
“robotic teaching”. It is also important 
to treat and care for every student 
equitably. This creates a classroom 
environment that is anchored around 
social relatedness and support. Hence, 
students would not be coy or shy to 
express their honest thoughts and 
feelings when communicating with me. 
Besides naturalistic observation, I can 
then find out more about them through 
deeper interactions.

Knowledge of School and Societal 
Contexts

As a student teacher, I did not see 
myself as external personnel attached 
to the school that I was doing my 
practicum. I was part of the school 
and it was important for me to be fully 
immersed in the school culture. Thus, 
a research on the school’s values 
and motto would help in assimilation 
into the school culture. For instance, 
my practicum school adopted the 
classroom greetings in different 
mother tongue languages for different 
school terms. I found joy in greeting my 
students in the other mother tongue 
languages and watching my students 
replied in chorus and enthusiastically. 
It certainly helped in fostering better 
rapport with my students. It also shows 
the effort being put in to be part of the 
school culture and sharing the same 
identity.

In the context of a new school 
environment and culture, there is a 
need to adapt. Being the new personnel 
in the school, I felt that the onus was on 
me to make the first few interactions 
with fellow colleagues and staff. I also 
believed in conducting myself with 
humility and adopting a growth mindset 
– always looking for opportunities to 
learn.

I strongly believe in interacting not 
just with fellow teachers, but also the 
school’s non-teaching staff. They are 
the backbone of the school and there is 
a need to acknowledge their presence 
and support. In West Grove Primary 
School, besides the annual Teacher’s 
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Day and Children’s Day, there is also 
the Non-teaching Staff Day, where a 
mass celebration is held to recognise 
the efforts of the school’s non-teaching 
staff. This contributes to the highly 
mutually respectful and vibrant school 
climate where teachers, non-teaching 
staff and students alike interact 
unreservedly on a daily basis. A better 
understanding of the school’s context 
mentioned above propagated a faster 
adaptability rate as my friendly and 
positive disposition was generally well 
received. 

In summary, the Reflective Practice 
Model is a continuous cycle of 
professional inquiry tool, which 
helped me proactively reflected on my 
actions and worked towards personal 
development. The various stakeholders 
were key in helping me to improve as 
an all-rounded teacher. Self-directed 
learning was at the forefront of my 
inquiry process where I formulated my 
own mastery climate. This assisted me 
in my development towards being a 
better teacher, learner and individual.

THE USE OF PROFESSIONAL 
PRACTICE AND INQUIRY (PPI) 
e-PORTFOLIO

The recently introduced PPI e-Portfolio 
is an integral addition towards learner-
centred approach where student 
teachers like myself are able to 

document our NIE learning journey 
and processes conveniently via the 
e-Portfolio platform. 

At the micro level, we are able to 
transcend our e-Portfolios into more 
than just an online diary; the e-Portfolio 
serves as an interactive self-inquiry 
platform that aids in our practicum 
journey. For instance, when tasked to 
teach a new mathematical topic during 
practicum, a revisit of the curriculum 
studies modules such as the Teaching 
and Learning of Mathematics can be 
done with relative ease by logging in to 
my e-Portfolio using my laptop or even 
smartphone. This definitely minimises 
time consumption in flipping through 
stacks of notes to search for a particular 
sub-content.

At the macro level, the e-Portfolio 
is a lifelong teaching and learning 
platform for teachers as we develop 
and refine our portfolio over time. We 
can chart our teaching and learning 
development, which would probably 
go through different phases as we 
professionally grow as teachers. In 
particular, it would enable us to review 
past learning, which could then be the 
catalyst to facilitate future learning. 
For example, the application of skills 
checklist in paper form is omnipresent 
in PE lessons at present. However, 
with the advent of new technologies, 
it will come as no surprise if student-

"The e-Portfolio is a lifelong teaching and learning 

platform for teachers, it would enable us to review past 

learning, which could then be the catalyst to facilitate 

future learning."
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friendly smartphone applications are 
created to improvise the application of 
skills checklist in future. Hence, this 
e-Portfolio enables us to embellish our 
self-inquiry process with an aim of a 
further holistic development.

DEALING WITH CHALLENGES 
DURING PRACTICUM

There will always be challenges 
throughout practicum – it is a matter 
of the intensity of the challenges. 
I would allocate some quality time 
to reflect upon and work on them. 
These challenges include overall 
time management, productivity level, 
teaching effectiveness and classroom 
management. Knowing and identifying 
these challenges earlier on during 
practicum helped in discovering a 
sustainable solution to it. I diligently 
spent about 20 minutes at the end of 
every day to reflect on and review the 
day. I would also form connections 
between the previous, present and next 
day.

To serve as a self-drive, I had an online 
table where I recorded down the things 
I did well and things I could improve on 
for each day. I would especially analyse 
the things that I could do better and 
construct solutions to improve on it. For 
the things I did well, I gained a sense of 
personal satisfaction, which fueled me 
to continue on from the good work.

I used a simple questioning technique 
that helped in reviewing the whole 
day’s activities through an overview 
lens. Questions posed to myself 
include “Have you made an impact 

in anyone’s life?”, “Have you given 
ample opportunities for your students 
to learn?” and “Which particular activity 
gave you the most satisfaction, and 
why?”. These questions further helped 
to reinforce my passion and values 
towards learning and teaching.

ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING 
VIA DATA COLLECTION

Collection of data was an integral part 
of my inquiry process. These are data 
on students’ learning progress, learning 
adaptability, character development, 
work ethics as well as motivational 
level. In the classroom context, it is 
paramount to understand students’ 
motivation and motivational level for 
creating a positive learning climate. An 
effective way of checking and learning 
about their motivation is through their 
homework and classroom participation 
level. Do they show signs of boredom 
in class? Or do their eyes light up when 
given an opportunity to present?

For some students, their lack of 
perceived competence, derived from 
not being able to provide correct 
answers or make sense of a topic, 
made them feel inferior (Harter, 1992). 
Hence, I tried to be very observant to 
spot such students and put into effect 
certain measures. An effective and 
direct measure would be to scaffold 
the question posed by chunking – ask 
simple questions and progressively lead 
up to the main question. When students 
are able to answer the series of mini 
questions, their perceived competence 
increases and thus produces a direct 
positive effect on their motivation.
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Besides that, the teaching and learning 
mediums that I adopted include group 
activities, class presentations, ICT-based 
learning and outdoor activities. There are 
many forms of data (students’ answers 
and content knowledge through their 
presentations, students’ final work 
piece during group works, students’ 
performance recorded on checklists etc.) 
on students’ learning and motivation that 
can be extracted from such student-
centric mediums. Using different 
mediums allow students to express their 
thoughts and work in different situations. 
I am an opponent of the one-size-fits-all 
analogy. I believe that students should be 
provided with different learning platforms, 
which incorporate social relatedness. As 
teachers, we have to create an extensive 
learning culture in our classrooms.

HOW I BELIEVE STUDENTS 
CAN LEARN BETTER?

I believe in fostering a strong mastery 
climate in the classroom where students 
are intrinsically motivated to learn. The 
values espoused will revolve around task-
oriented goals. Beliefs such as putting in 
your best effort and growing together as 
a class will be cultivated. Teachers are 
students’ constant role models. Thus, 
I have to portray these beliefs in my 
actions and develop a higher intrinsic 
motivation.

For academic work, students’ effort and 
not on the outcomes that will take centre 
stage. This is to further strengthen the 
created mastery climate where students 
focus on high effort. The results are 
secondary as long as they know they 
have done their best.

What about the common use of tangible 
rewards as a form of motivation? Tangible 
rewards can severely undermine intrinsic 
motivation as students can develop 
ulterior intentions when performing a 
task (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 2001). For 
example, students may want to score 
well for a test due to the promise of a 
present. Subsequently, if the reward is 
eradicated, the students may no longer 
be as motivated to perform well in tests.

However, tangible rewards do have its 
place in motivating students. It should be 
used and accompanied with the correct 
message such as to encourage students 
to continue their good work or even as 
a form of celebration after a collective 
accomplishment. In fact, many student 
teachers do use tangible rewards by 
giving their beloved students a farewell 
gift before they leave the school after 
the practicum period.

Another important component would 
be the physical organisation of the 
classroom. The tables could be set 
up in groups of 4 or 5, where the 
facilitation of small group activities and 
discussions is rendered more effective. 
This will provide a convenient and 
natural platform for students to interact 
and learn from one another. Some 
students will then benefit from having 
a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) – 
someone who is proficient in his or her 
work and can help others in their work – 
in the group. Thus, the Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD) can be narrowed 
(Vygotsky, 1978). At the same time, while 
working together with students, a more 
conducive environment can be created 
by displaying both the individual and 

Through the Lens of the Student Teachers 43



combined goals of the class, using it as 
a constant reminder and encouragement 
to motivate the students to work towards 
their goals.

MAKING THINKING VISIBLE 
TO MY MENTORS DEEPENS MY 
KNOWLEDGE OF LEARNERS 
AND THE LEARNING PROCESS

My mentors – School Coordinating 
Mentor (SCM) and CTs – advocated 
a strong and open two-way 
communication where I was welcome 
to present my thoughts and ideas. This 
was crucial to my learning curve, as I 
received ample opportunities to form 
sound analysis and evaluations. It also 
ensured that I was threading the right 
path. 

The Focused Conversations (FCs) 
provided me with an opportunity to 
make my thinking visible, as I had to 
express my thoughts in a structured 
and logical manner. My mentors would 
distinctly analyse my thoughts and 
facilitate the follow-up discussions. 
Through the conversations, my lesson 
ideas were substantially refined and 
developed. For instance, the use of 
mathematical manipulatives such as 
fraction bars allows students to “see” 
for themselves the concept of fractions 
taking place. In PE lessons, equipment 
improvisation extensively helps in 
performing a certain skill and even 

in physical space management. The 
striped red-white barricade tape can be 
pasted horizontally on walls and used as 
targets for students to shoot or “pass 
to”. This invites both active and mass 
participation while providing students 
with a clear and defined target.

My mentors were also selfless in 
sharing their experiences and teaching 
pedagogies with me. I was allowed to 
observe various teachers’ classes where 
I was exposed to different teaching 
styles and pedagogies. This significantly 
helped me in creating my own teaching 
style while still grounding it on the core 
values of the 21st century competency 
framework.

THE INQUIRY PROCESS 
AIDS THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF GRADUAND TEACHER 
COMPETENCIES (GTCS)

The inquiry process has assisted in 
developing the varying spectrums of 
my GTCs. It is the authentic hands-on 
experience that I attained during the 
practicum stints that enabled me to fully 
discover my core competencies.

In the performance dimension of 
professional practice, I have been able 
to develop my teaching pedagogies as 
well as subject mastery. The quality 
interactions with my SCM and CTs 
helped me in sharpening my teaching 

"The Focused Conversations (FCs) provided me with 

an opportunity to make my thinking visible, as I had to 

express my thoughts in a structured and logical manner."
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"The quality interactions with my SCM and CTs helped me 

in sharpening my teaching pedagogy as well as value-add 

my content mastery. "

pedagogy as well as value-add my 
content mastery. My SCM, Mrs Saleha 
Raj, provided many opportunities for my 
fellow student teachers and I to sit and 
observe different teachers conducting 
their lessons. It was a good eye-opener 
for us, as we picked up a few good 
practices that we could infuse in our own 
teaching. My CTs were very generous 
in their sharing of their knowledge in 
their respective fields. Furthermore, 
they were very supportive of my lesson 
ideas, which at times could be out of 
the norm. For them, creative ideas are 
always welcomed as long as the learning 
objectives are not compromised. I was 
very fortunate to be able to learn from 
experienced teachers who are not only 
selfless in their sharing, but also very 
supportive.

In the dimension of personal 
effectiveness, I have learnt to better 
understand my students and seek 
similarities amidst differences. I have 
always loved interactions with students 
as it comes intrinsically to me to get 
to know them better. However, these 
interactions and understanding could 
sometimes just be at the surface level. 
Through the practicum, I have learnt that 
there is a need to further interact with 
students and find out more about them. 
Even the most cheerful student might 
be dealing with issues or emotional 
baggage that their teachers may not be 
able to tell.

Over the course of my teaching stints, 
I have learnt to develop a keen eye 
and became more aware of the verbal 
and non-verbal cues of students. There 
was an instance where a student was 
unusually more reserved than other 
days, with his face always looking 
down during lessons. During recess, 
I caught up with him and asked him if 
everything was okay. It turned out that 
his grandparent had just passed away 
and he was feeling very sad as he was 
very close to him. I could empathise and 
I shared some consoling words to him, 
and assured him that he could look for 
me if he needed any help. It was also a 
timely self-reminder for me to look after 
students’ overall well-being and not 
solely focus on their academic progress.

ONE OF THE BIGGEST 
TAKEAWAYS FROM 
PRACTICUM – THE PEOPLE

Fostering positive relationships 
with colleagues is definitely vital in 
promoting an enjoyable and motivating 
working environment in the long run. 
Granted, as a teacher in the local 
context, the physiological and safety 
needs (Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs) 
are generally satisfied. However, a 
higher level of psychological needs 
can only be attained with a satisfied 
need for belongingness and love. This 
is where having close friends and good 
relationships with colleagues in the 
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workplace matter immensely (Maslow, 
1987).

As a student teacher during practicum, I 
had various meetings with my CTs, SCM, 
NIE Supervisor (NIES) and NIE tutors 
in a two-way communication mode. 
Although at times I might have differing 
perspectives, I would try my best to 
present my arguments in the most tactful 
manner possible. I also highly valued 
their feedback, incorporating them in 
my work and lessons appropriately. As 
a result, these actions proliferated the 
receptivity level during the meetings. 
All the while, I believe that a quality 
two-way communication provides the 
most effective vehicle in delivering 
information, which was indispensable in 
my all-round improvement as a teacher.

My CTs, Mrs Ng Hwee Ching and Mdm 
Hana Tay, hugely contributed in creating 
a highly constructive learning platform 
for me. We had a flexible routine where 
my CTs would find time to have at least 
a quick discussion on the lesson plan 
before I conducted them. This was done 

amidst their busy schedules. After a few 
discussion sessions, the discussions 
became seamless and efficient as my 
CTs and I had a better understanding 
of each other’s perspectives and 
expectations. The pointers raised up by 
my CTs were also concise and coherent, 
which facilitated my understanding. 
I count myself as fortunate to have 
very supportive and nurturing CTs who 
went the extra mile to ensure that my 
practicum experience was fruitful and 
enjoyable.

I also enjoyed the company of my fellow 
student teachers who were undergoing 
practicum in the same school. We 
worked hard together and helped one 
another during the practicum period. 
We would share ideas, give feedback 
and even helped out with the materials 
required for lessons. The close-knit 
bond that was formed, unforgettable 
memories we made and all the laughter 
we shared during practicum made the 
entire practicum journey rewarding and 
memorable. So, here is a shout-out to 
them – Shazwan, Nicole, Yangyang, 
Charmaine and Peiai!

ANOTHER BIGGEST 
TAKEAWAYS FROM NIE 
– LINKING THEORY TO 
PRACTICE

The holistic learning experience provided 
by NIE equipped me with the necessary 
skills and competencies in starting out as 
a beginning teacher as well as providing 
the impetus for further personal and 
teaching development. The diverse and 
all-rounded modules that I have taken 
consist of education studies, curriculum 

5: With fellow practicum student teachers (from left: 
Shazwan, myself, Peiai, Charmaine, Yangyang and 
Nicole) feeling excited to participate in the Primary 
5 Camp

5
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studies, subject knowledge and essential 
course.

The curriculum studies were integral 
in imparting the necessary pedagogies 
for the delivery of quality lessons 
that embraces inclusivity and fits into 
the lesson activity. For instance, the 
Mosston’s Spectrum of Teaching 
Styles in the teaching of PE provides 
a useful and practical framework for 
the organisation and management of 
resources and students to achieve the 
lesson objective effectively and safely 
(Mosston & Ashworth, 1990). A more 
teacher-directed teaching style would 
be implemented for activities that could 
pose a high risk in safety (e.g. batting 
of softballs) in comparison to a more 
student-directed teaching style for 
activities that pose less safety risk (e.g. 
small-sided passing games with clearly 
demarcated playing areas), allowing 
more student-autonomy in these 
activities. 

I particularly relished the education 
studies component where I learnt a 
plethora of classroom management skills 
and learning theories conceptualised 
by renowned researchers. The latter 
has greatly broadened my perspectives 
about the varying learning climates and 
students’ aptitudes. I have become 
more observant and aware of the 
different challenges and learning styles 
that students may have. The onus is on 
me to provide a conducive and mastery 
classroom climate for students to thrive 
by putting into good use the skills learnt in 
NIE. It gives me the fullest optimism that 
every student can learn and succeed; we 
as teachers are the wheels that can help 

them set in motion by helping them find 
the correct vehicle for themselves.

Especially as a beginning teacher, the 
knowledge and skills acquired in NIE 
lay a solid foundation in preparing me 
to be an adept full-fledged teacher. I 
have immensely benefited from my NIE 
programme and I am sure that all NIE 
graduates are equipped with an intensely 
inquisitive mind to expand our repertoire 
of knowledge and skills to meet the 
rigours of a beginning teacher.

Practicum can be a very stressful period 
for student teachers like myself as we 
try to adapt to a new environment and 
demands. It is vital that we take on 
every challenge positively and at the 
same time, build on our support system. 
Teachers and students are humans after 
all. Just as students face challenges, 
we, as teachers, have our own set of 
challenges to overcome too. However, 
let us not lose sight of our passion, our 
drive and our motivation as a teacher, 
which is to impact young minds and 
make a difference in their lives. Every 
child can and wants to learn – we can 
make a difference by providing various 
mediums for them to learn and enjoy 
learning.
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THE JOURNEY OF A TEACHER-
INQUIRER: LOOKING INWARDS, 
LOOKING OUTWARDS
Theophilia Yong Yeun Foon, PGDE Secondary 2014

Inquiry is, as the word suggests, an act of exploration, and suggests an element 
of adventure as I embark on my maiden teaching journey. For me, there are two 
elements of inquiry which I have found important: Looking inwards and looking 
outwards. Looking inwards involves constantly exploring questions about 
my practice in a systematic way and paying attention to the challenges of my 
craft in order to work on areas of improvement (rather than just going through 
the momentum of day-to-day experience). Looking outwards contains a very 
strong collaborative element which involves routinely unearthing my thinking 
and making these visible to my colleagues, whilst acknowledging that we are 
aligned and working towards a common educational goal for our students. 

Throughout this maiden teaching 
journey that I have embarked on, I 
desire to centre my sharing on the 
utmost importance of seeing education 
as ACE - A Collective Endeavour. There 
are multiple stakeholders involved in a 
child’s education, and within the school 
structure, education must be seen as a 
joint effort at many levels. 

From the time I spent in my National 
Institute of Education (NIE) Postgraduate 
Diploma in Education (PGDE) course to 
my brief practicum journey, I was blessed 
to have learnt from and alongside a 
number of key people - my school 
mentors, my fellow NIE student teachers, 
the school leaders as well as other 
veteran teachers. I treasure the golden 
nuggets of advice and constructive 
feedback which I have received from 
my ‘elders’. These mostly came in the 

form of informal conversations with 
my mentors and Cooperating Teachers 
(CTs), in addition to a series of structured 
Focused Conversations (FCs) where the 
effectiveness of various pedagogical and 
classroom management strategies were 
contemplated upon. Being a person who 
greatly values the importance of reflective 
thinking and journaling – all made visible 
and recorded in various segments in my 
e-Portfolio – I would continue to ponder 
upon my takeaways from these sessions.

MY GLEANINGS FROM 
FOCUSED CONVERSATIONS 
AND DIALOGUES

Suggestions to improve pedagogy 
and classroom management spanned 
a wide spectrum, from establishing 
(and enforcing) ‘social contracts’ at the 
initial phase with classes, to important 
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decisions which affect work-life balance, 
such as whether I should grant students 
access to my personal handphone 
number. A sample excerpt from my FCs 
reflect my takeaways from the sessions: 

15 APRIL 2015. JOURNAL ENTRY. 
I feel that classroom management has 
been one of my strengths, enabled 
by a posture of confidence, strong-
mindedness and clarity in my actions. 
In general, I have attempted to stick 
closely with Curwin, Mendler, and 
Mendler (2008)’s ‘Discipline with 
Dignity’ model, which emphasises 
mutual respect. I have also relied 
heavily on the use of Dreikurs’ (1990) 
Logical Consequences, namely 
reasoning, as well as signal, touch and 
proximity interference (as advocated 
by the theorist Fred Jones). I favour the 
use of positive reinforcement, seeing 
that this is something which is greatly 
needed for the general profile of 
students in the Secondary school I am 
teaching in, and endeavour to be polite 
and courteous, not making absurd 
demands but peppering most of my 
statements with appreciation (e.g. 
saying ‘Thank You’ and acknowledging 
students’ good work and obedience) 
and having the humility to make 
apologies, wherever required. 

There was, however, an isolated 
incident which happened on the 26 of 
March which required me to dig deep 
into my philosophies of teaching in 
the area of classroom management. 
One of my Secondary 3 classes had 
taken my niceties for granted, with a 
significant number of students having 
failed to submit their March Holiday 

homework. I was also challenged 
outrightly in class by a student 
regarding the punishment that I meted 
out in response to their failure to 
submit the assignment. In retrospect, 
I think I handled this isolated incident 
well by returning to the ‘social 
contract’ I had established earlier in 
the year, and choosing to address the 
disrespect shown to me in class by the 
student individually outside of lesson. I 
managed to reason through my actions 
with him, and he appreciated being 
given the opportunity to communicate 
his feelings.  Establishing my authority 
base in this manner has allowed me 
to earn their respect as an empathetic 
teacher, firm but consistent in my 
actions. Students are now more 
responsible for their actions and with 
their work (submissions are less of a 
problem). I now firmly believe that iron 
assertiveness is required at times - one 
cannot work on the basis of always 
allowing students have a choice in 
their actions. The right discipline 
needs to be frontally enforced, where 
and when it is necessary. I believe 
that classroom management needs 
to be in place for learning to actually 
happen and for lessons to be delivered 
smoothly. I will continue to enforce 
Dreikurs’ (1990) Logical Consequences 
to rationalise actions with individual 
students and class-wide, as I feel this 
to be an effective method, dealing with 
students who are at this adolescent 
age. As of now, given what had 
happened on Thursday 26 March, a 
stern glare or an extended silence 
enables me to effectively get students’ 
attention and cooperation to complete 
a task, which I believe enables them to 
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thrive in a better learning environment 
overall. Consistency in enforcing such 
discipline (as reflected above) will 
be something I endeavour to work 
towards.

Regarding the giving of handphone 
numbers, upon a sustained period 
of interaction with my students as 
well as my respective CTs and other 
teachers, who have given their phone 
numbers to students, it was found that 
monitoring of students’ progress and 
subtle reminders may be helpfully 
facilitated via the use of instant social 
media such as Whatsapp. In availing 
myself to be contactable over such 
social media, I have put in place 
strict guidelines, for example, I will 
not be obliged to reply messages 
after a certain timing, no prank calls 
are allowed (otherwise legal action 
will be taken), students must identify 
themselves and their classes before 
asking a question, and stick to certain 
formats when asking questions.

This method has been found to be very 
helpful, especially where no common 
meeting time may be arranged 
between a teacher and his/her 
students during school hours, and the 
student requires additional help aside 
from classroom lessons. In addition, 
there is a distinct profile of students 
in this school who come from broken 
families, are latchkey kids, whose 
parents may be uneducated and 
unable to help them, or slow learners. 
Many of these students are unable to 
access avenues of educational support 
or immediate social support in the case 
where they need help. I have decided 

that I would like to avail myself for 
students to contact me where they 
require help, vetted on a case-by-case 
basis. I understand that wise discretion 
and discernment is needed, and I must 
put in place proper consequences 
for the misuse of this privilege I have 
given students. My experience with 
giving students my number thus far 
has proven helpful for them, with 
them approaching me for questions, 
clarification and aid where necessary.

I was duly reminded that these 
strategies work on a case-by-case 
basis, where it is important to consider, 
particularly, differentiated student 
profiles and what would work (or not) 
for students there is certainly no one-
size-fits-all solution. 

I took especially to what a fellow 
NIE [student] teacher shared on his 
takeaways from Marvin Marshall’s 
(2012) theorisations, which include 
giving students choice and getting 
them to be reflective about their 
actions and the consequences of 
these actions, making sure that these 
consequences are linked to values 
which we have to inculcate in them. It 
was encouraging to hear from senior 
teachers that it is indeed true that 
everyone is still learning, even as a 
veteran in the industry, they still face 
problems dealing with students and 
there isn’t an objective ‘standard of 
excellent classroom management’ 
that can be reached - each day brings 
with it its own problems and mysteries 
in relating to students. There were 
other good strategies suggested by 
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fellow teachers on certain teaching 
pedagogies. For example, it was the 
first time I learnt about the ‘fishbowl’ 
discussion technique for talkative 
learners, a method which involves 
taking turns to isolate a smaller group 
of students in an intense discussion 
whilst the rest of the participants sit 
around this group and observe without 
interrupting.

It was also impressionably highlighted 
that students can tell when a teacher 
puts genuine effort to get to know 
students and constantly endeavour to 
find out ways which would best help 
them. Certainly, there are no one-size-
fits-all strategies and each fresh new 
day presents with it new challenges, 
but we were reminded to keep a 
positive attitude of “I will try again and 
never give up”, which I think reflects 
well several V3SK competencies 
required of a 21st century teacher 
- determination and perseverance, 
striving to improve always, and being 
adaptive and resilient.

In addition to these FCs, my CTs had 
given me specific feedback during 
their observations of my lesson - these 
include the use of specific instructional 

pedagogies such as using 'wait time', 
checking for understanding during the 
lesson (after every teaching segment) as 
well as lesson flow and transition (quite 
often a stumbling block which is directly 
linked to students' ability to understand 
the teaching of several concepts). 
Through informal discussions conducted 
with my CTs on a weekly or daily basis, 
where specific Areas for Improvement 
(AFI) were highlighted, I would aim to 
do structured reflections and specifically 
incorporate the recommendations to 
subsequent lessons. I attempted to follow 
the inquiry cycle that I designed based 
on the Reflective Practice Model: Plan 
(& Re-plan after pre-consultation with 
my CTs, sending them my lesson plans 
for perusal before actually conducting 
the class), Teach (& Observe - by taking 
a step back, sometimes a moment 
spanning a few minutes, to take stock of 
what is going on in the class before me 
and how students are responding to the 
lesson, noting progress, if any), Reflect 
(& Analyse areas of improvement, such 
as what can be improved upon in the 
next lessons), and gathering student 
feedback as well as fellow teachers’ 
feedback on how I might go about 
improving my lessons to make them 
more engaging. The cycle is non-linear - 

1

1: My inquiry cycle

PLAN & RE-PLAN
TEACH & OBSERVE

REFLECT & ANALYSE
SHARING* & FEEDBACK

*articulating ideas and thought process via 
focused conversations and informal discus-
sions with peers and experienced teachers

PLAN
TEACH

REFLECT
FEEDBACK

Where INQUIRY 
is incorporated 

as a tool to 
explore one's 
own teaching

Normal Teaching Cycle Inquire-based Teaching Cycle
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the progress in one lesson is dependent 
on that progress achieved in the previous 
lessons, which makes reflection and 
improvement key in the mix.

I have been spurred to think about 
improving my lessons to make them 
more engaging, challenging and 
motivating to my students. I had aimed to 
conduct small-scale student discussions 
as well as gather individual feedback 
from students after my lessons, where I 
would ask for constructive comments to 
be given on my instructional pedagogy. 
Simultaneously, this allowed me to 
check if students were following the 
lessons which I taught. I have attempted 
to ask students to provide suggestions 
as to how I could make lessons more 
interesting and engaging for them (e.g. 
the incorporation of more group work 
during English lessons, as reflected 
during one of the conversations which 
took place with my students in Secondary 
3). Students had also responded that they 
would prefer the incorporation of my own 
personal stories and anecdotes to keep 
them engaged during lessons. I would 
ask students about their preference of 
classroom environments which they 
feel are conducive to their learning, and 
had taken to booking special rooms 
(e.g. the Seminar Room or Learning 

"Along the way, once I had established some footing 

as a teacher, I began to ask myself whether I have 

intentionally worked towards the Desired Outcomes 

of Education, such as developing  the students’ 21st 

century competencies and their concern with others in 

society."

Studio) where required, which would 
facilitate achievement of the lessons’ 
learning objectives. I began to challenge 
my students with creative teaching (an 
English lesson may involve giving them 
a comprehension passage and tasking 
them to anticipate and construct the types 
of questions which could be set based on 
the passage. Student presentations were 
incorporated into the lesson, and students 
enjoyed it as the presentations allowed 
them to vocalise their creativity and 
opinions). Progress was evident when 
specific students showed improvement 
in their attitude towards learning English. 
Students who were usually inattentive 
and distracted were now able to keep to 
the task, volunteering and contributing to 
the ongoing group discussions. 

Along the way, once I had established 
some footing as a teacher, I began to 
ask myself whether I have intentionally 
worked towards the Desired Outcomes 
of Education, such as developing the 
students’ 21st century competencies 
and their concern with others in society. 
A conversation with my teacher-mentor 
in about Week 4 or 5 of the practicum 
period surfaced the question as to 
whether I was "cultivating knowledge 
with a future focus" (as per the ‘NIE 
TE21’ framework) in my lessons. As 

Practices of Inquiry52



my mentor was a form teacher, she 
had related to me many experiences 
in the difficulty of teaching Character 
and Citizenship Education (CCE) in 
her form class, and felt that it was 
important to actively touch on the 
Desired Outcomes of Education within 
curriculum subject teaching, as often 
as possible. Our conversation was 
sparked by a discussion and exchange 
of ideas on the sorts of lessons one 
might conduct on Climate Change and 
its impacts on Singapore. Around that 
time, I began to become conscious 
of whether I was inculcating the 21st 
century competencies in the learners I 
was interacting with on a daily basis.  

In light of the need for specificity and 
focus, I had picked one among some 
key questions and have begun to ask 
myself about my teaching practice:  

21 APRIL 2015. JOURNAL ENTRY. 
What resources may I infuse in my 
lessons to ensure that I am striving to 
help students attain 21st century skills 
(Desired Outcome of Education)? This 
is one key area which I have not paid 
much attention to, in the past 4 weeks. 
I might be able to try something with 
my students in English. What are the 
existing resources I may draw upon 
to propel my students to consider the 
type of society they are living in (and 
will eventually build a future in)?

USING INQUIRY TO ‘CULTIVATE 
KNOWLEDGE WITH A FUTURE 
FOCUS’

There are three broad interlinked 
categories of which the 17 listed 

Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTCs) fall under - Professional Practice, 
Leadership & Management as well 
as Personal Effectiveness. These are 
assessed on two levels - Capacity 
Building and Awareness Raising.   

I had chosen to focus on the question 
which I had raised earlier in: with 
reference to the GTC ‘Professional 
Practice - Cultivating Knowledge with 
a Future Focus’, how can I develop 
my resources and plan for lessons 
which show that I am committed to 
environmental sustainability, social 
justice and equity, and more importantly, 
to develop these skills - 21st century 
skills - and values in the pupils in my 
school? Singapore is in the midst of 
flux and change - how do I keep them 
engaged and actively thinking about 
the society they inhabit? The classroom 
is after all a microcosm of the wider 
society into which our students would 
enter. 

After much thought, I decided to re-plan 
an originally-crafted English lesson on 
visual texts by incorporating the use of 
a certain poster which I hoped would 
be more able to steer students in the 
direction of considering what being 
a more "concerned citizen" meant in 
Singapore society. I chose a poster 
from a non-profit/non-governmental 
organisation (that fights for the rights 
of migrant workers) that had sparked 
opinion-sharing on domestic helpers in 
Singapore as the material for one of the 
assignments. 

In the lesson, students were not only 
able to apply their textual-unpacking 
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skills to appreciate the use of certain 
typographical features and images (e.g. 
the use of bolded words, capitalised 
words, or techniques such as 
juxtaposition), they also demonstrated 
the ability to consciously reflect on 
their knowledge and experiences with 
domestic helpers in Singapore. Given 
the profile of the students (being vocally 
expressive and verbal), I thought that 
the lesson did spur reflective thought 
on this particular subject topic. I further 
shared with students that I met regularly 
with a group of Filipina domestic 
helpers every Sunday to spend time 
with them, find out more about their 
lives, and to be a source of emotional 
support for them. I shared that the 
turning point in my life did come when 
I realised that domestic workers were 
faced with complex situations such 
as surrogacy, absent-parenting, long-
distance parenting and homesickness, 
and that they did really need the love 
and care from people they can trust 
in a foreign country, especially that of 
fellow countrymen. All these factors 
contributed towards making Sunday-
off-days and rest days an important 
consideration for them.

As I taught, I observed that students in 
class were generally very engaged, with 
many actually taking notes on what I was 
sharing (asking about my experiences, 
my ability to speak Tagalog, as well as 
about larger societal issues, such as 
maid abuse and social justice). Students 
were able to voice their opinions on how 
and why migrant-worker issues needed 
to be debated in the public sphere. 
As students voiced their thoughts, I 
grabbed the opportunity to survey the 

class for student response. I was greatly 
encouraged to find that not a single 
head was down on the tables. I feel 
that this particular lesson, as a case in 
fact, was able to impart the notion that 
volunteering or giving of oneself towards 
the betterment of others in society, can 
create more 'informed' and 'concerned' 
citizens. 

Indeed, this lesson also gave me the 
opportunity to share a little on some 
of the activities that I was involved in 
outside of my school time, thus fulfilling 
in part, students' requests for me to 
incorporate personal anecdotes in my 
lessons, yet maintaining an appropriate 
professional distance (regarding 
personal sharing). I appreciate English 
as a subject which allows for a measure 
of flexibility, especially in the choice of 
material (catering to specific student-
profiles), and I would be looking forward 
to conducting more of such lessons 
where specific Desired Outcomes of 
Education can be met, in accordance 
with my professional obligation as a 21st 
Century educator. 

In the area of Geography, making 
a conscious effort to participate in 
a professional networked learning 
opportunity on Sustainable Land Use 
Planning in Singapore has broadened 
my understanding of how I could 
introduce 'environmental sustainability' 
to students (therefore achieving 
'Cultivating knowledge with a Future 
Focus’, one of the GTC). In my lessons 
conducted on Weather and Climate, 
I felt that I had yet to get students to 
specifically think about the concept 
of sustainability. Parking this aside, I 
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decided to leverage on the opportunity to 
familiarise myself with the possibility of 
incorporating the concept in the Lower 
Secondary syllabus by participating 
in a Geography Chapter Meeting that 
was held on the 22nd of April 2015, by 
the Academy of Singapore Teachers at 
Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA). 

In the session, I was able to gain a 
deeper understanding of the key ideas 
guiding land-use planning in urban 
Singapore and the strategies undertaken 
to manage and sustain the various urban 
land uses (e.g. housing and transport). 
The participants discussed how key 
ideas and resources shared at the 
presentation and Singapore City gallery 
tour could be applied in classroom 
practice. It was a good opportunity 
for networking with veteran teachers 
as well as I got to know some Lead 
Teachers and Senior Teachers at the 
meeting. It was certainly insightful to 
learn about the principles of sustainable 
land-use planning in natural-resource-
lacking Singapore, and how they could 
be made digestible and relatable for 
students in our school. 

I was given the opportunity to share 
some of the ideas with my colleagues, 
in the Geography Staff Learning 
Meeting held in the middle of April 
2015. I appreciated my colleagues’ 
sharing on the feasibility of these ideas 
in our classrooms and for our profile of 
students, and how we might be able to 
use these ideas more productively in 
time to come. I looked forward greatly 
to the implementation of the lessons in 
time to come in my post-practicum re-
entry to the school. In addition, joining 

networked learning communities and 
symposiums has helped me keep abreast 
of wider developments and seasoned 
perspectives in teaching. I have also 
attended the Geography Symposium 
2015 as well as subsequent Geography 
Chapter Meetings which brought 
teachers together to contemplate 
new curriculums and outdoor learning, 
with the most recent one focusing on 
how to better structure Geographical 
Investigation fieldwork for students. 
On this note, I remain determined to 
keep abreast of teaching research and 
resources for Geography and English, 
my two teaching subjects. 

In essence, I feel that regular reflection 
on my teaching practice via the use of 
inquiry has been an incredibly useful 
discipline (these include contemplating 
missing 'elements' of my lessons, 
e.g. social justice or environmental 
sustainability, planning, re-planning, 
teaching and observing my lessons, and 
coupled with structured conversations 
with peers and colleagues for areas for 
improvement and brainstorming of ideas 
to suit the varied profiles of students). I 
have come to appreciate how adopting a 
critically reflective stance for monitoring 
and refining my teaching practice has 
been useful in my career. Taking on my 
new role as a Secondary 1 form teacher, 
I have endeavoured to pass on the 
good habit of reflecting regularly to my 
students - I have encouraged them to 
write and express their thoughts weekly 
in their journals on various issues, and I 
use these journals as a way of getting 
feedback on my lessons. I believe 
strongly in the importance of being a role 
model for my students, exemplifying 
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and passing on good habits such as 
reflective thinking. 

FINAL THOUGHTS IN CLOSING

I hope to have reinforced my point that 
an attitude of inquiry is truly an important 
disposition to have in teaching. As 
illustrated in my own journey, I have 
consciously attempted to look ‘inwards’ 
and ‘outwards’. Rather than just going 
through the momentum of day-to-day 
experience, looking inwards means that 
I am constantly spurred to reflect on 
my teaching experience, asking myself 
questions after each lesson I have 
conducted, gathering appropriate data 
to give me insight on questions which 
guide my thinking, and paying attention 
to the challenges of my craft in order 
to work on areas of improvement. As 
I begin to make inquiry a habit, I am a 
better educator because I have begun to 
explore questions about my practice in a 
systematic way. 

Looking outwards, there is also a very 
strong collaborative element in inquiry 
teaching which I appreciate. It involves 
routinely unearthing my thinking 
and assumptions about students, 
their families, about colleagues and 

ourselves, about achievement and what 
constitutes a meaningful education, and 
making these visible to my colleagues. 
I have found, especially in my time in 
NIE and practicum, that it truly helps 
to examine these assumptions with 
others, and acknowledge that we are 
aligned and working towards a common 
educational goal for our students. 

As a beginning teacher, I have truly come 
to understand the importance of knowing 
that I am not alone, and to appreciate 
the warm support from my colleagues 
and veterans, who had taken time and 
effort to converse and dialogue with me 
on my teaching practice. Without them, 
I would not have been able to journey on 
meaningfully. This sharing of learning in 
the inquiry process has not only helped 
me to develop greater confidence and 
understanding about my own teaching 
and student learning, but also what it 
means to be a lifelong learner. 

As I ‘teach to learn’, I too, must ‘learn to 
teach’ and for this to happen, I must be 
a teacher-inquirer.

"As I begin to make inquiry a habit, I am a better 

educator because I have begun to explore questions 

about my practice in a systematic way."

"There is also a very strong collaborative element in 

inquiry teaching which I appreciate."

Practices of Inquiry56



INSPIRING EVERY CHILD TO 
EMBRACE LIFELONG LEARNING
Muhammad Arshad Bin Jumah, PGDE Secondary 2014

REALITY CHECK

Contract teaching was an enriching 
and fun experience. I received in-house 
training regularly to equip me with 
the necessary skill sets. However, I 
believed that joining National Institute of 
Education (NIE) would further enhance 
my skills and build my values as a 
professional teacher. 

The numerous theories and pedagogies 
from NIE taught me how to become an 
effective teacher. Then came practicum 
- “the deciding exam” better known 
as “putting theories into practice” by 
the NIE professors. Going through 

practicum can be really scary when 
you think about it! There were so many 
instances and uncertainties where I 
wondered whether I could make the cut 
for the teaching profession! 

1

2

1: A screenshot from my e-Portfolio
2: Maths micro-teaching @ NIE

I have always been interested in seeking knowledge. After my ‘A’ Levels, I went 
on to gain insights into the business world. I graduated from the Nanyang 
Business School (Nanyang Technological University; NTU) with a Bachelor of 
Accountancy (Hons) and worked at a ‘Big 4’ accounting firm. I enjoyed working 
with both the firm’s and clients’ management teams. However, there was a 
greater part of me that really wanted to improve the lives of teenagers. I signed 
up for the contract teaching position and have been with Jurongville Secondary 
School since January 2014.
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3: A screenshot from my e-Portfolio

Having the passion to teach since my 
secondary school days, I decided to put 
away all my fears and worries. I enjoy 
working with teenagers and would like 
to contribute positively to their lives. 
This passion spurred me especially in 
times of adversity.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 
AND BELIEFS

I always believe that the role of a 
teacher is to mould the future of a 
child. As we are now living in a volatile, 
uncertain, complex and ambiguous 
(VUCA) environment (Sullivan, 2012), it 
is imperative for every child to embrace 
lifelong learning. My mission therefore, 
is to inculcate in students, the passion 
to seek knowledge and develop 
competencies (in any field) so that they 
are able to thrive in this VUCA world. My 

philosophy stems from meeting many 
successful people who have never 
stopped learning.

More importantly, all my students must 
be equipped with the right values and 
disposition, so that they could exhibit 
good character. Through competence 
and good character, they will then be 
responsible citizens who can contribute 
to the betterment of society.

I believe that every child has the ability to 
succeed when they have the necessary 
skill sets coupled with good character. 
My students must be constantly 
learning so that they are able to make 
both morally sound and wise decisions 
in this VUCA world.

As a role model for my students, I 
upgrade myself by attending workshops 

3
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and courses regularly and I will continue 
to develop myself professionally so 
that I can influence my students to do 
likewise. 

INQUIRING INTO MY 
TEACHING PRACTICE

Equipping my students with 
communication skills and confidence

During practicum, I noticed that students 
were generally shy and refused to speak 
up in class. In order to tackle this issue, 
I asked a few students why they were 
not confident to speak up in class and 
the responses I got varied, from them 
having soft voices to being afraid to be 
judged by others in class. I reviewed 
their comments and I wanted to ensure 
my students to be supportive of one 
another. I made the decision to work on 
improving my students’ communication 
skills, in line with The 21st Century 
Competencies (21CC) Framework 
(Ministry of Education, 2010), as I felt 
that many of my students lacked the 
ability to communicate their thoughts to 
their classmates. One of the activities 
I had in my lessons was to get my 
students to present their assignments 
to the rest of the class. By presenting 
and sharing, it promotes students’ class 
participation and also results in active 
learning! 

In addition, I intentionally asked at least 
half the class a question each lesson, 
with sufficient prompts, to increase 
participation. As more students got 
called to answer questions, their 
confidence improved. They appreciated 
the support provided by their peers and 

began to believe in their ideas, as seen 
from the greater level of enthusiasm 
in their responses. I explained to my 
students that I wanted to create a safe 
and conducive environment where their 
views and comments matter.

As time progressed, I realised 
that students needed numerous 
opportunities and encouragement from 
one another in order for them to carry 
out their tasks well. This constructivist 
approach also allowed my students to 
learn from each other

Handling disciplinary issues

Sometimes, students misbehave in my 
class. I remember from my ‘Managing 
Learners’ module at NIE that it is 
common for students to misbehave 
in class. The misbehaviour may range 
from not paying attention in class 
to not handing in work on time. The 
misbehaviour is normally temporary as 
students may have unmet needs and 
in fact, many students might come to 
school with various emotional baggage. 
During practicum, I discussed the issues 
with my tutors and mentors regularly 
in order to resolve them effectively. 
They advised me to understand the 
students at a deeper level so that I could 
choose the right approach to handle 
the situations better as they arise. They 
also advised me to always maintain 
discipline in class to maximise teaching 
and learning. It is an ongoing process to 
monitor my students’ behaviour.

In addition to monitoring my students’ 
behaviour, I tried to understand 
each student in my class better so 
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as to engage them in my lesson, as 
the misbehaviours might be due to 
difficulties in understanding the content. 
This was done through the school’s 
Teacher-Student-Interaction (TSI) 
initiative. Apart from the designated 
slots before morning assembly, TSI 
was conducted whenever there were 
opportunities. From what I gathered 
from my TSI sessions, students learn 
very differently in class and thus I tried 
engaging them with a multi-faceted 
approach. This approach decreased 
the frequency of the misbehaviour in 
my lessons. Furthermore, the rapport 
building provided me with more 
opportunity to explore the emotions 
of students at personal level which 
aids in maintaining the discipline in the 
classroom. 

Engaging my students

When I started teaching, my students 
requested to play some games during 
the second lesson. I decided to use 
the Kahoot!, an online platform that 
allows me to post questions and get 
students to answer it through this 
platform. I thought it was a great way 
to engage my students through this 
game and to test their understanding. 
Furthermore, this game has an element 
of friendly competition among students, 
where small prizes could be awarded 
to winners. To consolidate their 
understanding, there was a follow-up 
worksheet given to help in linking the 
concepts they have learnt. Feedback 
was gathered after the lesson. Positive 
feedback was gained as they enjoyed 
the game and even requested for similar 
activities! 

I also realised that students have an 
incredibly short attention span and have 
different learning styles. Therefore, there 
is a need to try out different activities 
to engage them in learning. Since my 
students generally love varied learning 
approaches, I used hands-on activities 
and games to teach both conceptual and 
content knowledge. 

Some of the hands-on activities I 
conducted involved having cut-outs 
(pictorials for maths), role-play and 
construction (accounting dice for 
Principles of Accounts; POA). These 
games engage, energise and empower 
students to take charge of their own 
learning. These pedagogical tools (as 
shown below), which contains an 
emotional hook, are constructivist 
approach to learning. Information is 
more likely to be attended to and 
remembered if it has meaning to the 
learner and contains an emotional 

4

4: Pictorials: Cut-outs to represent a special product 
identity in algebra
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5

7

5: “POA UNO = Uno card game + accounting”
6: The Accounting Dice challenge: Working together 
to classify accounts
7: Paying close attention to the rules of “Who wants 
to be a Millionaire!” game

‘hook’. An optimal level of emotion is 
necessary for learning to occur (Wolfe, 
2001). Students play, they laugh and 
they learn, especially through teachable 
moments.

As much as I tried to make my lessons 
fun and engaging, I faced some 
difficulties in winning a few students 
over. I received some comments from 
my students stating that they did not 
see the relevance of what they were 
learning and had other career aspirations 
that did not involve learning content from 
the subject. They do not learn solely 
to achieve good grades. My students 
needed to see how their learning in 
school would assist them in their lives.

While innovating activities for my 
students, a focused group discussion 
I participated in NIE, aiming to 
improve students’ engagement in the 
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I originally assumed that filling in a 
cheque was rather intuitive. However, 
many could not get started. After 
some guidance, they presented their 
“personal” cheques generously to 
their friends. What struck me most 
from the lesson was when a student 
told me how he assisted his parents 
to write a cheque a week after the 
lesson.

During my practicum, I was also given 
the opportunity to engage students in 
Jurongville’s Library Café programme. 
Students take up various roles in running 
the café’s operations – from researching 
the product mix to sell to executing 
the daily café operations. My students 
began to appreciate the lessons covered 
in the classroom; especially when they 
were able to apply their learning to a 
real business context. Interestingly, 
this programme has also captured 
the interest and participation of other 
students in the school who do not take 
POA as a subject.

learning of POA, crossed my mind. 
In the pedagogical training, we were 
given many opportunities to reflect 
on improving our craft. The more 
experienced teachers who participated 
shared some strategies in the areas 
of managing students’ discipline and 
facilitating group work. That experience 
made me question on how to keep my 
students occupied meaningfully during 
lessons. After much consideration, I 
decided to bring POA alive!

POA COMES ALIVE!

I want my students to see that POA 
is a subject which can help them 
make sense of the world. POA is 
everywhere, and applied every time.

A trigger activity for one of my lessons 
was writing a cheque to someone in 
class. Many students were surprised 
and excited as this activity was not 
found in the textbook. 

8

8: A cheque template used in class

"They do not learn solely to achieve good grades. My 

students needed to see how their learning in school 

would assist them in their lives."
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ACHIEVING LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

To get the most out of the lessons, 
monitoring my students’ learning was 
crucial. I wanted to ensure that every 
student achieved the learning objectives 
of my lessons. One of my objectives 
during practicum was to identify weak 
students and provide a very structured 
and systematic approach for their 
revision. 

Sometimes there are students who 
are completely lost, indicating a lack of 
conceptual understanding. Questioning 
techniques and graphic organisers are 
used to build confidence. I have learnt 
from some of the modules at NIE that 
any deliberate attempt to implement 
questioning in class improves students’ 
learning. I am still working on this 
area, as I already had some success in 
implementing this strategy in class. My 
students feedback to me that they feel 
more assured in the subject when they 
can answer some of the questions in 
class.

I also used graphic organisers such as 
mindmaps to summarise key points 
from each subsection of each chapter. 
Students became more confident of 
their conceptual understanding when 
they were able to comprehend and sieve 
through the many pages of the subject 
content. After reflecting on the provision 
of graphic organisers to my students, I 
am inclined to ask my students to be the 
one to come up with their own versions 
of the graphic organisers and share with 
the class so that their learning from each 
other becomes more robust.

9

10

9: The cashier: Confirming orders and collecting 
payments from customers
10: The issuer: Verifying the orders paid before 
issuing food
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13

14

12

12: Believing that every student can learn and encouraging them to do so allow them to scale to greater heights
13: Hmm...not many students will mention the homework part!
14: Getting feedback after my Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) lesson, using Kahoot!
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THE REAL HEROES OF MY 
DEVELOPMENT

Collaborating with my Cooperating 
Teachers (CTs) and other teachers 
helped me deepen my knowledge of 
my students and their learning process. 
Many of these discussions took place 
in the staff room. Other than receiving 
social support, I picked up professional 
advice from them through formal and 
informal discussions. 

One such discussion I remembered was 
involving a student who was frequently 
disengaged in class. I spoke to his 
class mentor and realised that he was 
facing family problems. By collaborating 
with my student’s class mentor, we 
worked out a few strategies to better 
support our student. His class mentor 
would take charge in contacting his 
parents to find out the root cause of his 
disengagement whereas I empathised 
with his family situation and would look 
out for his well-being during my lessons.

In addition, the Focused Conversations 
(FCs) enabled me to reflect on various 
matters during practicum. Since we 
are teaching students, we shared with 
one another observations about our 
students and the different techniques 
we have tried so that we are able to 
engage them better in class. We also 
talk about strategies to enhance our 
teaching practices - of course some 
worked and others did not. Through 
exploring and refining the different 
teaching practices, we were better 
able to inspire our students to learn. I 
feel blessed to be able to learn from 

my peers, NIE Supervisor (NIES), CTs 
and School Coordinating Mentor (SCM). 
Everyone was supportive towards a 
common goal - giving our students the 
best education possible!

In my journey thus far, I have developed 
a few Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTCs).

MY GRADUAND TEACHER 
COMPETENCIES (GTCS)

Professional Practice 
I have tried to deepen my 
understanding of the subject areas 
and teaching practices by using a 
variety of instructional strategies 
to cater to students with different 
learning abilities. As students are now 
more technologically savvy, I aim to 
integrate more teaching pedagogies 
with the technologies, such as those 
mentioned above. At the same time, I 
am working on improving my students’ 
communication skills and confidence. 
As an educator, I strive to allow more 
time for my students to develop as 
many 21CC as possible in my lesson. 

Personal Effectiveness
There were also a couple of instances 
where I had to modify instructional 
strategies in class in order to achieve 
the lesson objectives. The feedback 
I received from students and the 
mentorship of my CTs, SCM and NIES 
aided in this process. The types of 
feedback included verbal and written 
forms.

I gave my students exit passes (a tool to 
check for their understanding at the end 
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of the lesson in which they can leave 
the class upon submission) and received 
feedback about what they have learnt 
and liked about the lessons and what 
they would want to learn subsequently. 

My mentors gave me detailed 
Assessment of Performance in 
Teaching (APT) forms which listed areas 
that I have excelled in and areas which I 
could improve on. They would sit down 
and discuss with me their observations 
so that I can improve in my subsequent 
lessons. 

One feedback I was working on was to 
provide sufficient wait-time after asking 
questions before allowing my students 
to respond. This also means that I had 
to manage my time effectively for each 
lesson so that I could complete all the 
planned objectives.

In an attempt to facilitate a less 
stressful and more open environment, I 
had the tendency to use Singlish when 
teaching. My CTs pointed out to me 
that I should be mindful to converse in 
Standard English. I agreed with them 
that eventually the students would take 
their examinations in Standard English. I 
became more aware and made constant 
effort to speak in Standard English 
when teaching. Towards the end of my 
practicum, my CTs noted the significant 
improvement I made in this area.

I also became more aware of how 
I conducted myself in front of my 
students. This was important to ensure 
I am a good role model to my students. 
With constant reflection, I aim to 
become a more effective teacher.
 

ACCOLADES TO THOSE 
INSTRUMENTAL TO MY 
DEVELOPMENT DURING 
PRACTICUM

1)   Peers (Collaborating to build 
strong networks)
My peers motivated each other to rise to 
the challenges faced by new teachers. 
We share strategies in classroom 
management and pedagogies 
regularly. More importantly, we still 
support each other to ride through this 
enriching journey. 

15: Practicum buddies - posing for a group photo!
16: POA mates - Not only do we share resources; 
we have fun together too!
17: “Teaching is a lot of heart-work!”, NIE Maths 
prof, with Maths class @ NIE

15

2) NIES - Dr Rahil Ismail
Dr Rahil always ensured our well-
being in the school and gives thorough 
feedback after her observations. 
She knows right away what would 
work and what would not, but still 
allowed me to explore some teaching 
strategies myself first. This greatly 
helped me to build my teacher self 
and professional identity.
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3) CT (POA) - Ms You Kim Choo
With more than 2 decades of 
teaching experience in POA, Ms 
You allowed me to explore different 
pedagogies. After each lesson, we 
would discuss how to improve my 
effectiveness in the classroom and 
through refinements, the conduct of 
subsequent lessons became better. 
Ms You is a very efficient School Staff 
Developer too, and as my CT, she 
also equipped me with some traits 
of a Skillful Teacher so that I grow 
professionally. 

4) CT (Maths) - Mr Jayce Lim Yaw 
Chuan
Mr Jayce is humourous by nature and 
passionate in igniting the interest in 
Mathematics. He inspired me to share 
the joy of Mathematics with my class. 
He also encouraged me to inspire the 
weaker students to excel in learning 
the fundamentals of Mathematics.

5) SCM - Madam Tan Swee Guek
With more than 3 decades of teaching 

17

experience under her belt, Madam 
Tan gave us a good induction to the 
teaching profession. She understood 
the concerns of teachers doing 
practicum and assisted us in whatever 
way she could.

This journey has been a meaningful 
one. Through documenting this journey 
in e-Portfolio, I become more aware of 
the issues I face in the classroom and 
develop my professional competencies 
as a teacher. The e-Portfolio under 
the PPI initiative provides a structured 
approach to facilitate the development 
of my learning trajectory. I constantly 
look, reflect and find ways to handle the 
issues I documented and aimed to tackle 
the issues using various strategies I 
have learnt. I am also more receptive to 
others’ ideas and will make changes so 
that I deliver the best to my students. 
I believe that this fruitful journey has 
equipped me with the competencies as 
a reflective educator, and I will continue 
to inspire every child to embrace lifelong 
learning in my teaching career.

"This journey has been a meaningful one. Through 

documenting this journey in e-Portfolio, I become more 

aware of the issues I face in the classroom and develop 

my professional competencies as a teacher. "
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TEACHING MAKES ME STRONGER 
AND POSITIVE
Geetha D/O Muthu, PGDE Secondary 2014

INTRODUCTION

I experienced many great moments as a 
contract teacher. Being a contract teacher 
provided me the opportunity to teach all 
the three streams in Secondary school - 
Express, Normal (Academic) and Normal 
(Technical). I soon learnt the different 
roles a teacher had to play. I looked 
forward to entering the National Institute 
of Education (NIE) for the Postgraduate 
Diploma in Education (PGDE) course. 
I went with an open mind, and a little 

A teacher is a leader within the four walls of the classroom.
A teacher has the enormous strength to inspire, 
Motivate and move the students under his or her change.
Every teacher is the pillar in a child’s life.

shock of the overwhelming lessons 
and assignments. The theories, micro-
teaching and presentations taught in 
NIE became a true benefit during the 
ten weeks of practicum. My curriculum 
subjects are Tamil Literature and Tamil 
Language. I have a deep passion and 
love for Tamil Language and Literature 
and I wanted to pass on my passion 
for Tamil language to my students. I 
explored and still am, new ways to teach 
Tamil language to engage and keep the 
students interested.
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My Teaching Philosophy

• Students are unique individuals
• Nurture and respect them 
• Empower them with rightful 

knowledge
• Refine and crystallise their talents 

and potential

Teaching is a calling for me. In the 
beginning I was not very sure on how to 
tackle the various needs of the students 
in one class, but over time I learnt to 
accept the students’ shortcomings and 
respect them as individuals. I soon learn 
that as a teacher, I need to believe in the 
students under my charge and empower 
them with the right knowledge to instill 
confidence in them. I believed that 
only through stable relationships will a 
child develop their potential talents and 
become a useful citizen. My philosophy 
serves as a guide in my lessons.  I realised 
that without showing the teaching 
philosophy in action, the philosophy will 
be considered as empty. I reflect and get 
insights from my day-to-day activities to 
corroborate my teaching philosophies. 
Empowering students to try on new 
things with confidence is essential 
and therefore it is imperative for the 
classroom to be a safe and conducive 
environment for learning to take place. 
My teaching philosophy is thus attuned 
to creating a safe classroom climate and 
addressing the different learning abilities 
of the students. 

21ST CENTURY TEACHING 
AND MY BELIEFS

I personally believe passion is critical 
for motivation and inspiration. I do 
not believe in overwhelming them 
with homework, assignments and 
assessments. I want the students 
to learn and reflect. I am a strong 
believer in giving the students space 
to learn at their own pace. Learning 
without understanding and reflecting 
is useless. Instead of teaching directly 
from the textbook, I like to use different 
approaches such as incorporating 
historical events to uphold students’ 
enthusiasm. My class comprises 
students with different abilities and 
I have to respond to all their various 
needs. Simplifying a new learning 
idea or concept for students to 
understand and retain allows them to 
take ownership of their learning. In this 
sense, I am thankful to the practicum 
school for giving me the liberty to 
practice non-mainstream strategies. 
I have supplemented the lesson with 
various activities such as debating 
over a composition topic. Debating 
allows the students to think in different 
perspectives and encourages them 
to source for information from their 
resources. This method boosts the 
students’ understanding on the lesson 
by allowing them to make personal 
connections with the lesson and keep 
them fully engaged in class. 

"My philosophy serves as a guide in 

my lessons."
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One of the components of Values, 
Skills, and Knowledge (V3SK) Model 
is to engage students with new ideas 
via providing connections between 
materials and the outside world. Based 
on this notion I inculcated historical 
events in the lessons (e.g. a topic 
on trees, the benefits of trees). To 
attract the students’ attention, I have 
followed Piaget’s assimilation and 
accommodation theory (1971) which 
explains assimilation as gradually 
creating a linkage between old and 
new knowledge while accommodation 
refers to adding new information 
to existing knowledge. I designed 
activities that tap on the students’ 
schema to engage them in the learning 
process. I explained how rubber trees 
brought historical changes to this 
region, especially the social-economical 
changes (which led to the migration 
of Tamils to Malaya). I noticed that 
these historical events really captivated 
the students during the Tamil lesson, 
which is about the usage of the tree 
in different forms in our daily life (e.g. 
chairs, tables, cupboards, drawers, 
pencils, etc.). In addition, the students 
were able to connect the relevancy of 
this lesson to their prior knowledge 
learnt in the history lesson. 

I have also used video clips to enhance 
the students’ enthusiasm in the lesson. 
Through video clips I am able to illustrate 
complex ideas and new concepts.  
During my practicum, I noticed 
that clearing the students’ doubts 
immediately improves the relationship 
between students and teachers. 
Not all students will understand the 
lesson within the curriculum period. I 

encourage students to meet me after 
school to clear their doubts on the 
lesson. This method worked well with 
the students’ and they were grateful 
for it. I understand the importance of 
examinations and grades, yet formative 
assessments are equally important 
to monitor a student’s progress and it 
serves as a feedback for me to improve 
my approach in teaching.
 
During my practicum, I also realised 
that a great level of responsibility 
is required in crafting lesson plans 
to suit and engage the students. I 
had frequent lengthy discussions 
with my Cooperating Teacher (CT) 
on how to design new lesson plans 
to suit the students’ interest. These 
discussions gave me insight in 
understanding the students and the 
rapidly changing education landscape, 
and how to incorporate Information and 
Communications Technologies (ICT) 
into lessons to meet the demands of 
the present era. Yet, my discussions 
with the CT will always end with a 
conclusion that ICT is used only as a 
tool and not as substitute to a teacher. 

CHALLENGES

One of the challenges I faced during my 
practicum was encouraging the students 
to communicate in Tamil language. 
The microteaching experiences I had 
at NIE came in handy to improve the 
students’ oral skills, answering in short-
sentences, using vocabulary words to 
create sentences and talking in front of 
the class. The ten weeks of practicum 
created a platform to put in practice the 
theories taught in NIE in real life context. 
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I realised that in order to boost the 
students’ motivation and confidence to 
communicate in Tamil language, time is 
an essential factor. Students need time 
to practice and internalise information. 

Another challenge was that I noticed 
most of the students are passive 
learners, who expect the teacher to 
provide them with all the description of 
the lessons and to have information at 
their fingertips. In order to tackle this 
issue, I encourage students’ participation 
by recognising their achievements. For 
example, in essay writing, after being 
given a topic, they are split into groups 
and asked to do some research on the 
topic, whilst scaffolding their research 
with online websites. This method 
could also initiate team bonding among 
students. I will give them a pat and praise 
them once they have accomplished the 
given task. Involving students in team 
bonding and brainstorming activities 
(e.g. debating on the topic or posting 
questions) enhances students’ critical, 
creative and imaginative thinking. These 
activities also better their understanding 
of themselves and their peers. I will 
also evaluate the information and 
situations stated in the comprehension 
passage and break them down into key 
components to give the students better 
understanding. I also tried to gather and 
summarise information systemically into 
bite sizes to scaffold students’ learning. 
I make sure the learning approaches 
provide an inclusive and non-biased 
environment.

In the classroom, I ensure that students 
are fully engaged in the process of 
making meaning through their learning. 

However, their addiction to technological 
gadgets (e.g. smart phones) is another 
issue that I had to address frequently. 
I agree that technologies could be vital 
in self-directed learning but the habit of 
using them has interrupted their attention 
during lessons. To overcome this issue, I 
introduced extrinsic motivation practice, 
such as giving a point to those who are 
attentive in class and adding the points 
to their class test. This method did 
work well.  Besides this method, I tried 
other pedagogies to suit the students’ 
needs and expectations. To address 
inattentiveness and disengagement in 
the classroom, I grouped the students in 
twos and tasked them to deliberate on 
the comprehension questions I posed. 
I believed that the relationship and 
rapport building between teacher and 
students help to build their confidence 
and interest in learning. 

e-PORTFOLIO SHAPES MY 
TEACHING PRACTICES

The e-Portfolio serves as a platform in 
my learning journey. Before the start 
of the practicum, I was enthusiastic 
and prepared to make an impact in 
the practicum school assigned. The 
e-Portfolio proved to be a great help 
in providing the opportunity to make 
that impact. Presenting the e-Portfolio 
to the School Coordinating Mentor 
(SCM) had created an impression of 
my professional self. The presentation 
is an introduction of myself. It leads to 
a valuable communication of how as a 
student teacher I am able to contribute to 
the school. The SCM is able to highlight 
the school’s expectation for the student 
teachers. The SCM was quite surprised 
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about the e-Portfolio as this was the first 
time she was presented with one. 

During my practicum, the e-Portfolio 
served as a documentation of my work. 
It also guides me on areas which need 
improvement. It serves as a storage 
space for the consolidated ideas and the 
lessons I had accomplished. It is also a 
common place for data collection. Data 
collection helps me to reflect on my 
teaching techniques. Analysis on the 
collected data enables me to identify 
students of different ability. Data is 
crucial when interacting with students 
and their parents. It served as evidence 
on the students’ progress. I personally 
felt that the data provide an insight 
about the requirement and expectation 
of students that gave me a clue to 
refine my teaching pedagogies.  Data 
collection guides me in finding crucial 
questions in student learning and to 
reflect on them. Data is essential to 
identify the students’ abilities and thus it 
gave me an idea on how to motivate and 
engage the students in the classroom. 
Data collection creates awareness on 
how I should prompt my students to 
ask questions and answer accordingly. 
My inquiry process has sparked me 
with the idea that I could introduce this 
practice to my students to enhance their 
learning.
 
The e-Portfolio helps in reminding me of 
my teaching philosophy and preventing 
me from losing sight. It also encourages 

me to take ownership of my learning. 
It serves as a platform in capturing 
new teaching ideas and to deliberate. 
Similarly, the reflective practice and 
inquiry process had deepened my 
understanding of my students and aids 
my lesson preparation.

The Focused Conversations (FCs) help 
to enhance my practice and at the same 
time to reflect on my lessons. In fact, 
FCs provides a platform for inquiry of 
new ideas in teaching and applying new 
methods. During FCs with the SCM, I am 
able to create a meaningful discussion 
with the help of the e-Portfolio. I am able 
to showcase my artefacts and lessons. 
It gave me a personal ownership of 
my accomplishments. The e-Portfolio 
enhances my responsibility for 
continuous improvement. It also serves 
as a one-stop platform to showcase my 
lessons. I am able to share the resources 
with my students during lessons. The 
e-Portfolio indeed disciplines me to 
reflect on my teaching practices. The 
e-Portfolio is easily accessible to the NIE 
Supervisor (NIES) via the internet and 
she is able to monitor the work and give 
immediate feedback and comments 
during the practicum period. The NIES’s 
valuable comments served as a guide 
during my practicum.

BRINGING THEORIES ALIVE

The V3SK Model works as a checklist 
in my teaching practices. The theories 

"The e-Portfolio also encourages me to take 

ownership of my learning."
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and training I received in NIE and during 
the practicum had a great impact in 
preparing students to take initiative in 
learning. I promote self-directed inquiry-
based learning in my students through 
interactive lessons. Questioning leads 
to exploration which in turns results 
in students looking at things closely 
and leads to in-depth reading. Regular 
problem solving in the classroom may 
translate into a life skill that amounts to 
a positive outlook on life. It is through 
inquiry that students learn to apply 
information in a meaningful and relevant 
way. Inquiry practice helps to tie and 
connect their personal experiences to 
learning. Students who inquire would 
become self-directed learners who take 
ownership in their learning. Once they 
start to inquire they learn more and are 
able to set goals. Once they set goals 
they are motivated to work towards 
the target. The Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTCs) framework 
comes in handy in terms of subject 
mastery, creating awareness in Co-
Curricular Activities (CCAs), and building 
partnership with co-teachers, parents 
and students. Working as a team with 
my colleagues, and sharing ideas and 
information with them, has also resulted 
in successful learning and teaching.

The power of an inquiry-based approach 
to teaching and learning is vital to increase 
intellectual engagement. Inquiry practice 
fosters deep understanding through the 
development of hands-on and minds-on 

activities. Inquiry honors the complex, 
interconnected nature of knowledge 
construction. It enhances and strives to 
provide opportunities for both teachers 
and students to work hand in hand. 
Here, inquiry is not merely ‘having 
students do projects’ alone. The main 
objective is to nurture deep, discipline-
based way of thinking and to tackle 
real-world issues and controversial 
problems (e.g. the students did a project 
as newscasters and news listeners). 
I have thus introduced inquiry-based 
learning to my students and I found that 
it encourages students to develop their 
questioning and communication skills. 
Through inquiry, students learn to think 
and solve problems by themselves. 
Inquiry learning also leads to experiential 
learning – a requirement of 21st century 
student competencies. Learning outside 
the classroom (e.g. learning journeys 
to botanical gardens with the class 
during my practicum teaching) allows 
the students to experiment with the 
ideas and information taught in the 
classroom. Experiential learning leads 
to independent thinkers who are able 
to improve their ideas and knowledge 
(e.g. Tamil New Year celebration was 
participated by the students which gave 
them the idea on the significance of the 
celebration). 

Students come to the classroom with 
preconceived ideas about the world. 
In classroom teaching, I realised that 
teaching practices must draw out and 

"The power of an inquiry-based approach to teaching and 

learning is vital to increase intellectual engagement."
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work with students’ existing knowledge. 
Classroom activities should be designed 
to develop understanding through in-
depth study of curriculum topics. During 
my practicum, I noticed that in contrast 
with more traditional forms of teaching 
and learning, inquiry emphasises 
the process of learning in order to 
develop deep understanding of content 
knowledge and skills. Inquiry draws 
upon constructivist learning theories 
where understanding is built through 
the active development of conceptual 
frameworks within the learner. It also 
serves as a platform to look back and 
remember the lessons which gave me 
satisfaction. 

The word reflection was unheard of 
when I was a student. Now I realise the 
importance of reflection in highlighting 
areas that need to be improved. In 
fact, after every lesson I do reflect 
on my lessons by thinking from the 
students’ point of view. The Educational 
Psychology module did give me an 
insight on how students learn and retain 
information. Through this interesting 
module, I understood the different 
learning styles and that learning not 
only takes place in the classroom, but 
also in social environments and in fact, 
everyday life as well. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

I am thankful to embark on this teaching 
journey. In my journey, I met people 
who are helpful and willing to share 
their experiences with me. I enjoyed 
the days that give me the enthusiasm 
and the confidence that I have chosen 
the right profession. There are days 

that made me dread, especially when 
students were uninterested and 
talkative in class. However, when the 
positive days are combined with the 
negative days, the positive outshines 
the negative. The teaching experiences 
that I gained during the contract teaching 
and practicum made me realise that 
students are people who needs to be 
treated with respect. Students come 
to school to learn. At the same time, 
they expect a teacher to understand 
them. No two students are the same. 
As a teacher, it is my duty to find out 
what motivates a student to learn or 
misbehave. Writing lesson plans for all 
the lessons provided me an opportunity 
to design new approaches in lessons. At 
first, it seemed to be a daunting task but 
once I started to write, I understood the 
reason behind it. Writing allows me to 
focus on details and retain information. 
During writing, I realised I am able to 
reflect deeply on issues that need to 
be resolved. The e-Portfolio serves as a 
guiding framework to check on my work 
which allows me a way to reflect and 
work on my areas of improvements on 
my journey.

1: A sample of my lesson plan (hand written)

1
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MR ANG.
Keith Ang Wai Kin, PGDE Secondary 2014

Truth be told, practicum was a very 
trying time for me. Between the 
endless lesson plans that I had to 
churn out and being told that I had to 
be a fiercer figure of authority in class 
if I demanded attention, I was finding 
it hard to find meaning in what I was 
doing. Many nights were spent sitting 
up on my bed worrying about whether 
or not I was going to make it. Looking 
back, I think that I was too caught up 
in trying to do everything in my power 
to “pass” my practicum assessment, 
which added a lot of unnecessary stress 
and made lessons somewhat torturous 

to get through. Things have gotten so 
much better post-practicum and I enjoy 
what I am doing a lot more as I have 
learnt how to relax and to be myself in 
the classroom. For those of you who 
are going into practicum, my biggest 
advice would be to know who you are 
as a person before embarking on your 
teaching journey. Being equipped with 
a brilliant teaching philosophy fresh out 
of your National Institute of Education 
(NIE) modules is not going to be enough 
if you are not comfortable with yourself 
and do not know your own boundaries 
as a person and as a teacher. 

1: My teaching philosophy, as shown in my e-Portfolio

1

Hello there. My name is Keith. My colleagues and subordinates often address 
me by my last name, Mr Ang and my close friends call me – well you guessed 
it - Keith. As you might have figured out by now, judging by the nature of this 
book, I am a teacher. I am currently teaching Art and English in a school located 
in the ulu regions of Taman Jurong. I wanted to contribute a chapter in this 
book to share my practicum experiences and teaching practice with my fellow 
colleagues and soon to be teachers to show that – as beautifully sung by the 
late Michael Jackson – “you are not alone” in this tough but rewarding journey. 
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I am sure by now that you are 
confounded by the profound rhyming 
couplet that you just read preceding 
this paragraph. That, my dear friends, 
is my teaching philosophy.  Growing up 
in the Singapore education system, I 
was an awfully reserved boy who often 
kept his opinions to himself for fear of 
being ridiculed. For the most part of my 
life, I was an extremely self-conscious 
kid. This all changed after I took up the 
opportunity of studying and living abroad 
in America for four years of my life. I 
learnt from my peers the importance of 
having a voice and using it, especially in 
a safe environment such as a classroom. 
It was an eye opening experience for me 
and I was put in a situation that forced 
me to conquer my fear of sounding 
stupid. I began speaking up. By doing 
so, I found that I was more engaged 
with the people around me and I was 
learning so much more. Keith was a 
changed man. 

My teaching philosophy is mainly 
inspired from what I have learnt from 
my university education. In my opinion, 
students in Singapore are generally 
known for their ability to study hard and 
regurgitate facts, with the majority still 
lacking the ability to think spontaneously 
and speak confidently in public, and I 
want to change that. I hope to create 
an environment in my classroom that is 
free of judgment, where students feel 
comfortable in speaking their minds and 
to speak up whenever they have doubts. 
Being able to get one’s point across 
and communicate effectively is a trait 
that is extremely important in today’s 
society. The role of the teacher in the 
21st century has changed and we need 

to acknowledge the fact that Google is 
a better source of information that we 
could ever be. Our goal now is to help 
equip our students with the necessary 
skills needed for them to succeed in the 
working world, and to help instill in them 
values that would make them useful 
members of society. 

THE INQUIRY PROCESS

Before I started my practicum and 
teaching journey, I first had to ask myself 
what I wanted to accomplish as a teacher 
in both my Art and English classes, as 
both these subjects are vastly different 
in terms of the importance placed on 
them. English is commonly seen as one 
of, if not, the most important subject as 
you need to pass it in order to advance 
on to pursuing a tertiary education. In 
contrast, art is still generally not taken 
seriously in our society and is seen 
as a frivolous subject that only allows 
students with “talent” to do well in. 
Although some people might think 
that this is a pretty pessimistic way 
of thinking, I think it is important as 
teachers not to be too idealistic as it 
might hinder our interaction with our 
students. 

For my art classes I knew that I wanted 
my students to enjoy the art making 
process and to not dread coming for 
lessons for fear of not being “talented” 
or capable enough. To begin with, I 
started with a simple activity that would 
not only allow me to get a gauge of their 
drawing abilities, but also to show my 
students that being “good” at drawing 
was just a matter of knowing how to 
go about doing it, and training their way 
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of seeing what was in front of them. 
As can be seen from the images that 
follow, I began the activity by flashing an 
image of a simple cheesecake and gave 
students 15 minutes to draw it to the 
best of their abilities in their sketchbooks. 
Once that was done I went around to 
take a look at what they had drawn and 
asked the class to voice out some of the 
difficulties they had while drawing. The 
answers were more or less unanimous: 
“drawing is hard”, “my cake looks 
weird” or “I don’t know how to shade”. 
I then made a mental note of some of 
the common problems that I saw in their 
drawings before telling my students to 
turn to a fresh page and forget about 
what they had just done. I then spent 

the remaining class time drawing the 
slice of cake out together with the entire 
class step by step, teaching them how 
to break down everything they see 
into simple lines and shapes, and how 
these elements relate to each other 
on a single plane. I also taught them 
simple shading techniques and how 
to watch out for shifts in tonal value 
when looking at objects, getting them 
to be more aware of light and shadow. 
Once this was completed, I then told 
them to compare the two cheesecake 
drawings that they had done in just one 
lesson and to show them that drawing 
precisely was a matter of training one’s 
observational skills coupled with some 
simple knowledge on technique. 

Side note: I actually had no idea if this 
activity was going to work and was 
relieved to see that almost everyone’s 
drawing had improved significantly.       

The second subject that I have to teach 
is English. I was assigned to take on 
a Secondary One Normal Academic 
class. I honestly have had no experience 
in teaching English before and was 
not quite sure of what to expect. As 
mentioned in the earlier paragraph, I 
needed to establish a foundation for 
how I was going to help my students 
to give more meaning to what I was 
doing, and to not waste anyone's time.  
After the first week of lessons and after 
getting to read some of their writing, I 
came to a conclusion that the class was 2: The students’ drawing

2

2

"One of the things that I learnt during my time in NIE 

was the importance of giving feedback in order to 

facilitate learning."
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really weak in grammar. I reflected upon 
this and decided to come up with a quick 
class test to give me a better idea of 
their learning abilities. One of the things 
that I learnt during my time in NIE was 
the importance of giving feedback in 
order to facilitate learning. Hence I gave 
the class a short dictation test. 

The results surprised me. Even though 
dictation might seem like a simple task 
for us, as it only required us to copy 
what is being read, this was not the 
case for my students. I analysed each 
and every student’s script and made a 
list of common errors committed, so 
as to give me an idea of what to look 
out for in their future writing and how 
I could go about helping them improve. 
Apart from grammatical and spelling 
errors, the short test also gave me 
better insight into how my students 
responded to instructions and their 
comprehension capabilities. Knowing 
this made me more aware of how I 

3: The analysis on students’ work (Names have been erased so as to protect the 
identity of the students)

3

should go about giving out instructions 
and delivering new content to them, 
such as constant repetition and having 
visuals to accompany whatever I say. 

Apart from the two subject specific 
inquiry processes that I have just 
mentioned, throughout the practicum 
period I was constantly reflecting on 
other areas of my teaching practice such 
as my classroom management. At the 
end of every day I would spend about 
ten minutes writing a short reflection on 
what I thought went well in my classes 
and what I thought could have been 
improved. I would also frequently talk 
to my Cooperating Teachers (CTs) about 
things that they observed during my 
lessons to really just help me be more 
aware of how I was coming across to my 
students. As troublesome and tiresome 
as reflecting might seem, practicum 
is the only period where you would 
actually have the time and energy to do 
so. It is a time to try out many different 
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techniques and methods to see what 
works for you and your students. 

For instance, in terms of classroom 
management during my art lessons, 
which were held in a big art studio, 
I decided to try playing music over 
the classroom’s sound system while 
students were working on their 
assignments. The idea came about 
because I tend to listen to music 
whenever I am drawing or painting, as I 
find that it makes the whole process a lot 
more enjoyable and relaxing. Listening 
to music while working also helps to 
put me in “the zone”, which I thought 
would help students to focus better 
instead of constantly being distracted by 
their friends in class. One of my goals 
as an art teacher is to make art lessons 
as painless and as fun as possible for 
my students, as art is usually seen as a 
chore to many. The reality of it is that 
the majority of students will not be 
continuing their art education after their 
lower Secondary years. Hence, I just 
want my classroom to be a place where 
students can de-stress and look forward 
to going to. 

When I first introduced this concept of 
playing music to my class, I explained 
to my students that I wanted to share 
a bit of my own art practice with them. 
I think that it is important for students 
to see that their teachers practice the 
subject that they teach, especially for 
a subject such as art or music. When I 
was in college, my biggest inspirations 
were always my professors who were 
all practicing artists. We would always 
be invited to their studios and their 
exhibitions where we would also get to 

learn about their professional practice, 
which was always a great learning 
experience. I did consider the fact that 
playing music while students were 
working would end in disaster and add 
to the noise level, but it actually helped 
calm the class down. It helped them to 
focus on their work instead of spending 
majority of the time talking to their table 
partners. Some of them were even 
singing along to the songs being played 
while painting. I breathed a huge sigh 
of relief and thought to myself, “Thank 
goodness.”   

From there I then experimented with 
playing different types of music and also 
found that it affected the works that 
they produced such as the colours used. 
Students seemed to use brighter and 
more vibrant colours when I played Pop 
and Dance music as compared to when 
I played classical or acoustic songs. 
This whole idea came about, as I just 
so happened to chance upon an article 
talking about how music with varying 
beats per minute can affect the brain in 
different ways. Slower music, such as 
classical music, tends to calm the brain 
down and help with logical thinking. 
On the other hand, more upbeat pop 
and dance songs would more likely to 
stimulate creativity. This also made me 
recall my college days when my figure 
drawing professor would play classical 
music while we were trying to draw 
the model standing in front of us, as 
accurate figure drawing requires a more 
mathematical approach in terms of 
making sure that all the proportions are 
right. Till this day I am still using music in 
my lessons and varying the type of music 
that I play to observe how students react 
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4: The 150 words reflection on my journey

4

to them as they work. When a technique 
works, it is good to build upon it and see 
what else can be gotten from it so as to 
maximise its benefits. 

Towards the end of practicum, I was 
assigned by my art tutor in NIE to write 
a short reflection of 150 words on my 
journey. I wanted to be a troll and come 
up with 150 adjectives to describe my 
feelings throughout the ten weeks 
in sequential order. Little did I know 
that coming up with 150 adjectives 
was way harder than I thought it was 
going to be and it ended up being an 
extremely reflective exercise as I had 
to recall my feelings at different points 
in time during the whole experience. 
The exercise allowed me to think back 
about how I reacted to the different 
situations that took place during my 
ten-week stint, be they positive or 
negative, and I think it really helped me 
to grow as a teacher and as a person. 
It is important for us as teachers to 
always reflect about our practice to 

keep up with the ever-changing times 
and to help us to be the most effective 
versions of ourselves so that our 
students may also benefit. 

FINAL REFLECTIONS

Although the journey towards becoming 
a beginning teacher has been a long and 
pretty arduous one, it has been extremely 
rewarding and I have definitely learnt so 
much throughout the entire process that 
has helped me to begin my new phase 
in the system as a full-fledged teacher. 
My main takeaway from this entire 
experience would be to not assume or 
take anything for granted. During my 
year-long study at NIE, I have been taught 
by my professors to always clarify when 
in doubt. There is nothing to lose and 
so much to gain from asking questions. 
Being inquisitive also has many benefits 
in the classroom, as it would allow me 
to better understand my students from 
their learning abilities to their family 
backgrounds (emotional baggage does 
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affect a student’s behaviour at school 
to a large extent). This is where data 
collection (as mentioned earlier) would 
come in handy. It is part and parcel of 
the inquiry process and helps to paint a 
much clearer picture of whatever doubts 
I have about a student’s learning ability 
for instance. The data collected acts as 
tangible evidence, which is important. 
As an educator, our main goal is to help 
our students to learn. In order to do 
that, we must first understand what 
are the difficulties that our students 
face and to be able to empathise with 
them so that we can structure our 
lessons accordingly to be the most 
effective. Merely standing in front of the 
classroom delivering content just simply 
will not cut it anymore. 

Before I end off this chapter of my 
reflections, I would like to share with you 
one more piece of advice that helped 
me through some tough times that was 
given to me by one of my colleagues 
upon seeing how frazzled and stressed 
I looked, and that is that “life goes on”. 
Quite frankly I burst out laughing when I 
first heard that because her words were 
so candid and true. Whatever situations 
you are put in just remember to try 
your best and to brave through them. 

Everything eventually comes to an end. 
This is another thing that I have learnt, 
which has also helped me to cope with 
being a beginning teacher. For those 
of you who are about to begin your 
practicum and teaching journey I would 
like to sincerely wish you the best of 
luck. When times get tough just remind 
yourself of your purpose as a teacher. 
I am confident that you are all going to 
kill it! To my fellow colleagues who have 
already been in the service for some 
time, let us continue to be that light in 
the darkness for our students and help 
shape the future generations of this 
country to be outstanding and awesome 
citizens.

"Being inquisitive also has many benefits in the 

classroom, as it would allow me to better understand 

my students from their learning abilities to their family 

backgrounds."

"When times get tough just remind yourself of your 

purpose as a teacher."
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INSPIRING LEARNING, 
INFUSING JOY
Ann Zhi Yuan Ivan, PGDE Secondary 2014

"An investment in knowledge pays the best interest."
– Benjamin Franklin

IN THE BEGINNING…

Teaching was something that I never 
intended, planned or even thought of. 
I would like to say that teaching found 
me or I stumbled upon it as destiny 
somehow played its ‘hand’ upon me and 
from then on I discovered my purpose 
in teaching. After studying in London for 
five years and reading my postgraduate 
degree in Management, I returned 
to Singapore only to receive a phone 
call from a friend who was teaching in 
Serangoon Junior College (SRJC). She 
asked me if I was interested in becoming 
a relief teacher to teach a JC1 class 
General Paper (GP). I considered my 
options and decided that the experience 

and learning curve teaching offered 
outweighed the cost of not having the 
opportunity to teach and touch the lives 
of a group of youths. With that, I took up 
the challenge of mentoring and teaching 
a class of seventeen-year-old and over 
time, I discovered my passion and 
inherent motivation to see my students 
succeed. Teaching of content occurred 
in the classroom but so did the teaching 
of values and morals. I looked forward 
to seeing my class to have GP lessons 
with them as my class rapport became 
more established with each lesson. 
Beyond that of a teacher, I had become 
their coach, leader and mentor. After six 
challenging yet fruitful months as a relief 
teacher, I became an untrained teacher 

1: My first class as a Junior College teacher teaching General Paper at 
Serangoon Junior College

1
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and was deployed to CHIJ St. Nicholas 
Girls School (Secondary). In mid-2014, 
I began my teacher-training at National 
Institute of Education (NIE). Currently, 
I am teaching at Montfort Secondary 
School as a trained teacher and the rest 
is history.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY & 
BELIEFS

Every Child Has A Story. 
How Each Chapter Ends is Determined 
by The Difference I Make. 
So Follow Me …

This maxim was impressed upon me by 
one of my teachers who told me not to 
look at a student’s outward appearance, 
his grades or his behaviour. Rather look 
at what is beneath this entire facade 
that is making him act and operate the 
manner in which he is expressing.

Every Child Has A Story
Our students are not statistics or 
represented by their grades or streams. 
Like us, they have feelings and unique 
personalities. Every child is a unique 
individual with a different story about 
his life. This includes his background, 
family, beliefs and even the decisions 
he makes. It is up to us as teachers to 
recognise these individuals and accept 
them into our learning community, also 
affectionately known as the classroom. 
Every student matters!

Each Chapter is A New Beginning
Like a book, every chapter in life starts 
with a new season of favour and 
blessings or trials and tribulations. For our 
students, a new chapter can be the start 
of a new academic year or a new term. In 
each of these new chapters, our students 
may be excelling or may be struggling 
academically and/or emotionally. It is 
our duty to identify them and elicit the 
appropriate response.

How Each Chapter Ends is Determined 
by The Difference I Make
This is where my role as teacher comes 
in to mentor, coach, influence, encourage 
and ultimately teach my students to excel 
in life. In the absence of my presence, my 
students may not be able to realise their 
full potential or capacity. Hence, I believe 
one man can make a difference as I strive 
to do the best I can, not just to educate 
them in my subject specialisation but also 
in character-building values. At the end of 
each chapter or academic term, I am glad 
to know that this is the difference I have 
brought to my students. 

So Follow me...
This is an open invitation to my students 
to follow me, their teacher, to embark on 
a journey together to help them succeed 
both in school and in life. Great leaders 
like Martin Luther King Jr., Winston 
Churchill and Mahatma Gandhi inspired 
their disciples to achieve greatness by 
first asking their disciples to follow them. 
After all when there is unity, there is 
power. So Follow me...

"Teaching of content occurred in the classroom but so 

did the teaching of values and morals."
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MEETING TODAY’S 
CHALLENGES: HOW 
PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE 
AND INQUIRY (PPI) DIRECTED 
MY TEACHING & LEARNING

As a beginning teacher, I realised 
there is a pressing need to engage 
students of this generation known as 
the ‘millennials’. The Pew Research 
Centre defines the term millennials 
as those born from 1981 to the early 
2000s (Patten & Fry, 2015). Many 
educators feel frustrated that millennials 
are especially difficult to reach and to 
motivate. Millennials are known to be 
easily distracted and rather impatient 
with progress in life. Their expectations 
and desires in life have also exceeded 
those of their parents (Patten & Fry, 
2015). From striving to get a high 
paying job, owning the latest gadgets 
to travelling the world, milennials 
seem to want it all. Technology and 
globalisation are believed to be some of 
the causes of this phenomenon. Thus, 
numerous studies and research have 
emphasised that before teachers can 
start to motivate millennial students 
to take their studies seriously and to 

excel academically in school, teachers 
must engage them actively in the 
learning process (McGlynn, 2008). In 
addition, the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (2016) makes it clear 
that student engagement is the key to 
academic motivation, persistence, and 
eventually graduation. 

The Ministry of Education’s (MOE) 
answer to this is the implementation of 
the 21st Century Competencies (21CC) 
to educate teachers by providing them 
with the expertise and knowledge 
to reach out to today’s students. For 
instance, the need to cultivate Civic 
Literacy, Global Awareness and Cross 
Cultural Skills is essential in today’s 
globalised world as Singapore is fast 
emerging into a cosmopolitan city. Every 
classroom I have taught would definitely 
have more than one student whose 
parents are not born in Singapore. 
I have had students from mainland 
China, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, 
India and Taiwan. Hence, teachers must 
be able to teach in a classroom that is 
almost equivalent to that of a ‘mini-
ASEAN conference’. With regards to 
Communication, Collaboration and 
Information, the rise of the World Wide 
Web has made information from all 
over the world become more rampant 
and with that, student accessibility has 
also risen. Teachers will have to teach 
students how to discern the authenticity 
and credibility of information that 
students may have access to. Lastly, 
Critical and Inventive Thinking helps 
students develop critical evaluative 
thinking skills which are required in 
making mature decisive and sound 
decisions. These are vital skills needed 

2: My last day with my class 3 Diligence at St. 
Nicholas Girls’ School (Secondary)
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for students to compete in today’s 
global economy. Hence, the 21st CC 
is introduced to enhance Singapore’s 
education system and prepare students 
to confront challenges of the 21st 
century.  

PROCESSING THE INQUIRY: 
WINNING HEARTS & MINDS

In light of the aforementioned challenges 
and to inculcate the 21st CC into my 
pedagogy, I felt that the best way to 
create a conducive learning environment 
is to achieve student engagement and 
motivation in my lessons and subjects. 
Furthermore, I believe teachers have 
to prepare all students for higher 

3: Celebrating teachers’ day with one of my classes, 
1 Excellence at Montfort Secondary School
4: A short overview of what constitutes the 
performance goal orientation and the mastery goal-
orientation

3

4

order thinking and performing skills 
once reserved for the few (Darling-
Hammond, 2006) as lesson tasks need 
to be challenging enough to sustain their 
participation and motivation. Moreover, 
teaching is no longer limited to the 
textbook. Students in this current day 
and age can always use Google to look 
for information. In light of this trend, 
NIE has also emphasised that teachers 
are no longer knowledge transmitters 
but instead lesson facilitators. Thus, I 
embarked on motivation and instructional 
strategies to achieve my aims, and in 
it I focused on the Goal Orientation 
Theory (Pintrich, 2003). I emphasised 
the need to help students transition from 
a performance goal orientated outlook 
to that of the mastery goal orientated 
outlook. This is because the performance 
goal orientation outlook over-focuses on 
external indicators like grades more than 
the need for personal improvement and 
the desire to learn, which are concepts 
linked to a mastery goal orientation. 
Hence, I usually give this parable to my 
students that it is the journey that is more 
important than that of the destination. 

I also felt the need to create meaningful 
learning activities that highlight the 
relevance of the academic tasks to the 
real world. This would involve tasks 
that have an element of novelty and are 
of great interest to the students. For 
example, I designed a History lesson 
that involved using a pop quiz and toy 
soldiers in teaching how Singapore 
raised an army to create the Singapore 
Armed Forces (SAF) in the 1960s (this 
will be further elaborated below). The 
lesson gained the students' interest and 
engagement and made learning very fun 
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and relevant for them at the same time. 
In checking for understanding, I gave 
the class an assignment to do right after 
the activity. After marking the written 
assignment, it was good to know that 
a large majority of my students passed 
and scored very well. Thus, I felt that 
the goal orientation theory is something 
that teachers can try applying in their 
lessons to raise interest and participation 
in a lesson and in the process help 
students to do well in their curriculum. 
This will raise student engagement and 
motivation, which in turn raises student 
academic performance.

However, students should avoid the 
performance goal orientation. Its 
emphasis on results rather than the 
learning process and learning itself 
is a rising concern amongst many 
schools in Singapore. Especially with 
the implementation of the Primary 
School Leaving Examination (PSLE) and 
streaming secondary school students 
into Express and Normal Academic 
or Technical streams, this might have 
reinforced the belief among students 
that there is tremendous emphasis on 
academic results to strive for success. 
If not they will lose out or lag behind 
in society. Thus, the performance goal 
orientation stresses on the need to 
work hard for better grades and results, 
without any consideration on the learning 
process and its merits. This is in contrast 

to the mastery goal orientation which 
emphasises intrinsic motivation to learn 
and improve oneself in order to enrich 
one's knowledge and skill sets.

Throughout my contract teaching and 
practicum, I have tried various teaching 
strategies and lessons of different 
sorts to encourage intrinsic motivation 
in learning and hence, advance the 
students’ mastery goal orientation in the 
process. To facilitate the implementation 
of my plan, I have inserted pictures 
during my lessons and feedback from 
students about my lessons. These will 
serve as artefacts and evidence of how 
my lessons have encouraged intrinsic 
motivation amongst my students and 
helped in advancing their mastery goal 
orientation.

As previously mentioned, I introduced 
a pop quiz to the students to promote 
student engagement and motivation 
towards a History lesson about the 
establishment of the SAF. Prior to the 
lesson, the students are briefed to read 
their History textbook on Singapore's 
security strategies in facing its security 
challenges in the 1960s and 70s. Rather 
than awarding them grades, each group 
of students are given toy soldiers for 
every correct answer they have given. 
Toy soldiers are used as it complements 
the lesson's topic as well. This helps the 
students want to learn more about the 

"I also felt the need to create meaningful learning activities 

that highlight the relevance of the academic tasks to the 

real world. This would involve tasks that have an element 

of novelty and are of great interest to the students."
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SAF and what kind of military equipment 
and vehicles it uses to defend Singapore 
then and now. It also encourages the 
students to ask me more about National 
Service (NS) as all of them will one day 
be serving NS. Thus, the lesson was 
able to extend beyond the content of 
the textbook and make the lesson more 
engaging and interesting as a result.

In another lesson, I have implemented 
the use of role-play and games to 
spark my students' excitement and 
intrigue them in learning the history of 
Singapore's struggles as a newly formed 
state that just achieved independence 
from Britain. A role-playing activity in 
the form of a game was used to teach 
the students what living in Singapore 
felt like during the Konfrontasi period. In 
this lesson, three students role-played 
as the Indonesian bombers trying to 
plant 'bombs' in the classroom, which 
is represented as Singapore, while two 
students role-played as policemen trying 
to find these 'bombs' in the classroom. 
To simulate such a tense and interactive 
scenario, a role-play is used to teach this 
lesson to capture the complexity and 
emotions felt and the varied responses 
and decisions students will face and 
undertake when placed in particular roles. 
The class is transformed into Singapore 
after independence. Students step into 

5 6

5: Happy and proud with the “soldiers” they have 
acquired from their History lesson
6: Having a student-led lesson with 2 Excellence

the shoes of the public, saboteurs and 
policemen and will have to use their 
imagination, critical thinking skills and 
work together to find a way to survive. 
Thus, the lesson allows students to learn 
from a real world context, which helps to 
boost student engagement and interest 
in the lesson by relating the scenario 
to real life events that happened in 
Singapore’s history. Moreover, by tapping 
on students' feelings and emotions in 
the role-play, students are more likely 
to remember and recall the lesson's 
objectives. Hence, helping students 
learn and recall Singapore’s challenges 
after independence through learning by 
doing.

In another lesson where I was able to 
spark my students’ engagement and 
motivation was when I designed a 
board game-based history lesson on 
‘How Germany was Defeated in World 
War II (WWII)’. The lesson involved 
students taking either the sides of the 
Allies (America, Britain and the Soviet 
Union) or the Axis Powers (Germany 
and Italy) and throwing a dice to move 
their tokens across the board complete 
with historical WWII sources, pictures 
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7: Raising an army as form of collaborative learning 
during a History lesson
8: Some of the concept maps used by 3 Excellence 
students to do their presentation for a Social 
Studies lesson

and propaganda posters. Students who 
land their token on a historical source 
will receive a card provided in the game 
and have to answer questions located 
behind the card. Correct answers will 
award students with mini toy soldiers 
while incorrect answers will result in a 
loss of mini toy soldiers. 

7

8

Lastly, another lesson which I carried 
out involved collaborative learning 
and the use of real-life and relevant 
policies implemented by the Singapore 
government to teach my class about the 
Principles of Governance (POG). In this 
lesson, students are to work in groups 
of four and study a given policy (e.g. NS, 
NEWater, Immigration, ASPIRE, etc.) 
and draw a mindmap and identify the 
relevant POG associated with their given 
policy. After that, they are to present their 
findings to the class. The lesson helped 
to engage the students with content that 
was beyond that of the textbook and 
provide real-life examples that they could 
relate to in their daily lives. Students 
were on-task and able to present their 
work and provide insightful mindmaps 
to the class about their given policy and 
relate them to the relevant POG.

SO DID IT WORK?

After numerous student orientated 

lessons coupled with hours of planning 
and resource gathering, the results have 
been very positive. Hence, the mastery 
goal orientation can be achieved if lessons 
are planned and well thought to achieve 
the joy and love for learning amongst 
students. A lot of preparation was done 
through brainstorming and purchasing 
materials to implement these well-
crafted lessons. Furthermore, the lessons 
require effective time management and 

classroom management for them to 
be successfully carried out. Hence, the 
teacher needs to be familiar with the 
class profile before implementing such 
lessons as not all classes may benefit 
from such lessons if time is going to be 
used to discipline disruptive students. 
Regardless of these considerations, 
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stretched to the limit. Then reflections 
take place to determine how one can 
further improve his teaching skills and 
pedagogy. PPI has provided me with the 
direction and the need to bring forth the 
goal-orientation theory into practice by 
introducing it into my classes to get the 
students motivated and more interested 
in the learning itself. I personally believe 
that this form of intrinsic motivation will 
and can counter the unhealthy obsession 
of achieving better academic results as 
a means to an end. Therefore, I intend 
to design and craft more creative and 
interesting lessons to target the intrinsic 
motivation of my students and get 
them to discover the joy of learning. 
The preparation and the effort and 
resources spent can be overwhelming 
but as I always tell my students what 
US President Barack Obama’s 2008 
president campaign slogan says, “YES 
WE CAN!” and you can too.

after a considerable amount of time 
with the students, I believe teachers 
can be able to reach out to their classes 
and win their hearts and minds in the 
process. Thus, it is possible to achieve 
a substantial degree of the mastery goal 
orientation in almost any class as shown 
by the positive feedback given by the 
students and their desire to have more 
lesson time with me to learn more. This 
shows that they are getting engaged 
and motivated with the learning process 
to satisfy their desire for learning rather 
than for the sake of scoring better 
grades. 

CLOSING THOUGHTS...

With the PPI structure and framework, 
the teaching process has become a 
more purposeful and comprehensive 
one. Questions are asked; theory and 
best practices are put to the test and 

9: One of the feedback by a student from 2 Compassion after my lessons
10: My last day as a debate Co-Curricular Activities (CCAs) teacher with my debate team

9 10

"With the PPI structure and framework, the teaching 

process has become a more purposeful and 

comprehensive one. Questions are asked; theory and 

best practices are put to the test and stretched to the 

limit. Then reflections take place to determine how one 

can further improve his teaching skills and pedagogy. "
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JUST KEEP TEACHING
Seet Seok Beng Stella, PGDE Secondary 2014

‘A good teacher is one who never stops trying to be a good teacher.’ These 
words served as a constant encouragement and reminder to me throughout 
my entire relief teaching, contract teaching and practicum experience.

MY BACKGROUND

It would not be an exaggeration to say 
that my first step into teaching was a 
real eye-opener. I started my teaching 
journey by relief teaching at a secondary 
school. The first thing a student said to 
me before I stepped into a Secondary 
Two Normal (Technical) class was, 
“Cher, you relief our class ah? Good luck 
to you man!” Not fully understanding 
what he meant, I entered the class 
only to be overwhelmed by the myriad 
of challenges that teachers face in the 
classroom today. I was daunted beyond 
description initially but on hindsight, 
I am grateful for that experience as 
it served as a point of reference and 
helped me find joy in the small things 
during my six months of contract 
teaching and ten weeks of practicum. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

In the Postgraduate Diploma in Education 
(PGDE) Secondary Programme at the 
National Institute of Education (NIE), 
we attended a module known as the 

Professional Practice and Inquiry (PPI). 
This module disciplined us to reflect 
about our purpose as educators and to 
live intentionally. It was in this module 
that I started to ruminate over my beliefs 
and experiences in order to formulate 
my teaching philosophy.

In a nutshell, I see my purpose in being 
a teacher as helping to ignite a love for 
learning in my students. As chemistry 
teachers, the word ‘ignite’ may bring to 
mind an image of a Bunsen burner and 
since a picture tells a thousand words, 
I keep this image in my mind to remind 
me of my beliefs about teaching and 
learning.

Similar to how a combustion reaction 
requires reactants, such as fuel and 
oxygen in order to take place, I feel that 
certain reactants and conditions are 
required to start and sustain the flame 
of a love for learning in the students’ 
hearts. These reactants and conditions 
are 'Care', 'Humility', 'Excitement' and 
'Mastery' which form the acronym 
'CHEM' for chemistry. 

"This module disciplined us to reflect about our purpose 

as educators and to live intentionally."
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Care 
Maxwell (2007) rightly said, 'People 
don't care how much you know until 
they know how much you care’ (p.91). 
There is a need to have genuine care 
for our students as this would in turn 
encourage them to care about their 
learning. There is a common saying that 
if you give a man a fish, you can feed 
him for a day; if you show him how 
to catch fish, you can feed him for a 
lifetime. However, I feel that the man 
also needs to have the desire to catch 
fish before getting down to it. Hence, 
he needs to be shown that the fish is 
important for his survival and he needs 
to be provided with the experience that 
the fish is indeed delicious and worth 
working for. Similarly, students need to 
understand the relevance, usefulness, 
meaning, value and importance of their 

learning such that they would care 
enough to pursue the acquisition of skills 
and knowledge for lifelong learning. 

Humility
Regardless of whether one is a teacher 
or a student, the ability to remain 
teachable and to acknowledge mistakes 
as stepping stones to success instead of 
dead-ends is necessary as ‘pride goes 
before destruction, and a haughty spirit 
before a fall’ – Proverbs 16:18. We never 
really reach a point of enlightenment in 
what we do as there is always more to 
learn and room for improvement.        

Excitement 
A spark is required to start a combustion 
reaction as the activation energy barrier 
needs to be overcome. Students 
likewise also face particular activation 

1: My Teaching Philosophy (http://bit.ly/pgdestellaphilosophy)

1
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barriers towards their studies and this 
could come in the form of fear, boredom 
and laziness etc. Borrowing the words 
of Mary Poppins who said, “In every job 
that must be done, there is an element 
of fun. You find the fun, and -SNAP- 
the job's a game… Just a spoonful of 
sugar helps the medicine go down” 
(Walt Disney, Walsh, & Stevenson, 
1964). Students too, need a spark of 
excitement in their learning.

Mastery 
A question that was commonly raised 
by student teachers during my training 
in NIE was, “How do teachers value-
add to their students’ education when 
Google is just a click away? Are teachers 
still necessary?” While there are several 
answers to this question, I would like 
to highlight one that is significant. The 
ability of teachers to guide students into 
obtaining a true mastery of concepts 
and a real acquisition of skills is still 
relevant today. The rote memorisation 
of mere content is not adequate. A 
personal touch is needed to bring out 
each student’s potential and this is 
grounded in a persisting belief that each 
of them can learn regardless of their 
backgrounds and unique differences. 

I hope that the students would enjoy 
learning and that I would have fun 
teaching because life is too short to do 
otherwise.

MY PRACTICUM EXPERIENCE: 
THE CHALLENGES

I was thankful for the opportunities to 
interact with different types of students 
in both my contract teaching and 

practicum schools respectively. While 
I believe that the diversity of students' 
personalities help make this world 
a more colourful place to live in, the 
challenge would be how to best cater 
to each type of students in order to 
maximise the students’ opportunities to 
learn and grow. 

One challenge that I faced during 
practicum was that the students were 
generally shy and reserved. During 
lessons, I observed that most of the 
students had a greater inclination to 
listen passively to the teacher instead 
of being actively involved during the 
lesson. There was an unspoken and 
immense fear of making mistakes 
amongst the students that at times they 
would rather wait for the teacher to give 
them the model answer than to attempt 
to answer the question by themselves. 
While I was grateful to have a quiet and 
obedient class, my main struggle was 
in engaging my students more actively 
during lessons. Therefore, the inquiry 
question which I decided to research 
about during practicum was ‘How can I 
effectively motivate reserved students 
to participate actively in the lesson and 
consequently maximise their learning?’  
In an attempt to find answers to my 
inquiry question systematically, I 
employed the Reflective Practice Model 
(RPM) which we learnt in NIE to analyse 
the problem and effectively respond to 
it. 

The RPM guided me in formulating and 
finding answers to a series of questions 
as shown below: 

• What did I do in the lesson? 
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• What happened during the lesson? 
• Why did the students behave that 

way? 
• So what have I learnt from this 

experience? 
• Now what should I do to make 

improvements and be more effective?

In order to find answers to these 
questions, I started to collect data via 
conversations with my colleagues and 
also through online surveys which I 
asked the students to do. The teachers 
mentioned that the highly competitive 
environment in the school may cause 
students to feel intimidated and 
discouraged from sharing their thoughts 
in front of the class. The students 
also told me that they have very 
high expectations of themselves and 
therefore their quest for perfectionism 
may have caused the inertia towards 
participating more actively in class. 
Teachers who have observed my 
lessons have also commented that I 
tend to call the student’s name before 
asking my question. This would cause 
the rest of the class to be disengaged 
while the student being called would 
start to feel stressed and targeted. 
Through this, I learnt that my questioning 
technique needed improvement and I 
needed to create a safer environment 
which permitted the students to feel 
comfortable about making mistakes 
without being easily judged by their 
peers. 

As mentioned in my teaching philosophy, 
I felt that a spark of excitement was 
necessary to help students overcome 
their activation barrier of shyness 
and participate in the lesson. Thus, I 

carried out online surveys to find out 
what they were interested in and what 
would keep them engaged during a 
lesson. I analysed the responses from 
the students and the main keywords 
that I gathered from the survey results 
were, ‘interactive’, ‘activities’ and ‘fun’. 
This led me to realise that even though 
the students were very serious and 
studious, they did have the desire to be 
actively engaged during the lesson but 
they needed the right context, such as a 
game or a fun activity, in order to do so.  

After thinking through the data that I 
collected, I had a clearer understanding 
of the anxiety that my students felt 
towards having questions directed 
to them during lessons. Therefore, I 
decided to elicit group responses during 
lessons instead of individual responses. 
This is because when a representative 
shares answers discussed by the group, 
he may have a sense of assurance that 
the answer he gives is collective and 
supported by his group members. Before 
carrying out this plan, I searched for 
literature or theories in order to ascertain 
that I was making logical inferences and 
the right decisions. Having students 
to work in groups was supported by 
Vygotsky’s Social Constructivism Theory 
(1978, as cited in Ormrod, 2014), which 
states that students can contribute to 
each other’s learning during group work. 
Besides, the Self-determination Theory 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000b) also suggests 
that group work increases the sense of 
relatedness between students and their 
motivation in the task. In addition, since 
the students were reluctant to give 
verbal answers, I used mini-whiteboards 
as a medium for the groups to answer 

Practices of Inquiry94



true or false quizzes, to participate in 
revision games and to draw diagrams. 

After carrying out these ideas, I 
gathered data again in order to evaluate 
if the strategies answered my inquiry 
question. Through a post-lesson online 
survey, I collected both quantitative 
and qualitative feedback that the 
majority of the students (28 out of 38 
chemistry students and 22 out of 29 
geography students) enjoyed using the 
mini-whiteboard in class. About 34 out 
of 38 chemistry students also liked the 
demonstrations and hands-on activities 
during lessons. Qualitatively, they 
commented that they liked to participate 
in answering challenging questions as 
a group and that kept them engaged. 
Through my own observations, I felt that 
lessons became livelier as the students 
felt more empowered to participate 
and the ice within the classroom was 
gradually broken. 

2: Using the mini-whiteboard with a revision game

2

The observations of the changes that 
occurred in my lessons and the positive 
feedback from the students made me 
feel that using mini-whiteboards to elicit 
group responses was the remedy for 
my problems. This belief was further 
reinforced during Focused Conversation 
(FC) 2 where the other NIE student 
teachers also shared similar difficulties 
of getting students to overcome their 
fear of making mistakes through the 
use of various activities. During FC2, I 
shared about my difficulties in getting 
my students to speak up and one of 
the student teachers commented that 
she used ice-cream sticks in order to 
track the responses she received from 
her students. Each of the students had 
their own personal ice-cream sticks and 
when they answered a question in class, 
the teacher would take their ice-cream 
stick(s) away. The goal for the students 
was to lose their ice-cream sticks as fast 
as they could and this motivated them to 
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3: Qualitative and quantitative feedback from the 
use of mini-whiteboards

3

speak up during lessons. I appreciated 
the opportunity to learn from fellow 
student teachers during FC2 and their 
reassurance that the strategies which I 
carried out were worth trying.  

However, there were downsides to 
using the mini-whiteboard as well. 
During the lesson itself, I observed that 
some students were distracted and 
started doodling on the whiteboards 
instead of paying attention to some 
parts of the lesson. I acknowledged 
these limitations and mentioned them 
to my fellow student teachers during 
FC2. We agreed that we have to gauge 
the dynamics of a class before deciding 
to use any of the strategies that we 
shared with each other. My concerns 
about using the mini-whiteboard were 

also shared with my NIE Supervisor 
(NIES) during a post-lesson conference. 
He reminded me that the students in 
my class are high-ability students who 
have the potential to do much more with 
the opportunities available to them. He 
mentioned that the mini-whiteboards 
limited the depth of discussion and 
that I did not ask probing questions to 
help students exercise higher order 
thinking skills. I shared with him that I 
did not consider asking any higher level 
questions as I was already facing the 
challenge of getting the students out of 
their comfort zones to answer simpler 
questions. However, he mentioned 
that providing opportunities for them to 
practice higher order thinking skills is 
still important in helping them to develop 
their confidence and communication 
skills. The words of my NIES served 
as another source of data for me. 
After analysing the situation together 
with his feedback, I agreed that I need 
to improve the way I facilitate class 
discussions. Instead of resembling a 
table tennis match, wherein the teacher 
simply asks a question and the students 
give short answers, class discussions 
should be similar to a volleyball match 
in which all students have a chance to 
pass the ball of ideas from one person 
to another.  

Through the FC sharing with my NIES, 
I have also learnt that although it is 
important to meet my students’ needs, 
it is also necessary to challenge them 
to overcome their weaknesses, which 
in this case was shyness, in order to 
become confident people with well-
developed communication skills. This 
led me to craft yet another inquiry 
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question that I am still trying to find 
answers to: ‘How can I cater to my 
students’ learning preferences and 
simultaneously give them opportunities 
to break out of their comfort zones and 
explore the unknowns?’ 

Through my inquiry process of reflection, 
collecting data, analysing data, making 
changes, sharing findings and gathering 
feedback to inform my practice again, I 
have gained a clearer understanding of 
the fine details that teachers have to 
consider when structuring a lesson and 
using strategies to monitor the students’ 
understanding. Since each strategy 
has its advantages and disadvantages, 
it may be a good idea to use a variety 
instead of relying on only one method 
in order to tap on the pros and minimise 
the cons. Thus, I feel that the practicum 
has helped me to learn how to use a 
range of appropriate monitoring and 
assessment strategies to identify 
learning needs and to evaluate the 
progress of the students. 

As such, the inquiry process has helped 
me to develop the Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTCs) of being able to 
provide quality learning for my students 
in this aspect. Providing quality 
learning for the students requires the 

"Through my inquiry process of reflection, collecting 

data, analysing data, making changes, sharing findings 

and gathering feedback to inform my practice again, I 

have gained a clearer understanding of the fine details 

that teachers have to consider when structuring a 

lesson and using strategies to monitor the students’ 

understanding."

teacher to create and maintain an 
effective classroom environment that 
encourages positive social interaction, 
self-motivation and active engagement 
in purposeful learning. From the 
online survey carried out with my 
students, I gathered that the students 
are most engaged when they are 
actively involved in the lesson through 
interactive activities and meaningful 
group interactions. Initially, I was under 
the impression that the students were 
just naturally reserved which led to their 
lack of participation. However, after 
I analysed the data that I collected, 
I realised that they actually want to 
contribute during the lesson but lack a 
safe environment and opportunity to do 
so. The feedback that I gathered from 
other educators, such as having class 
discussions that were challenging and 
required higher order thinking, also 
inspired me to further refine my lessons 
so as to ensure that the quality of learning 
for my students was on par with their 
capabilities. Therefore for subsequent 
lessons, in addition to the formative 
assessments through the use of the 
mini-whiteboard, I also included group 
and pair activities using Information and 
Communications Technologies (ICT) 
such as Nearpod, Plickers and Kahoot, 
which not only allowed the students 

Through the Lens of the Student Teachers 97



to have more substantial interactions 
with each other, but also provided me 
with immediate feedback about their 
understanding throughout the lesson. 

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

In summary, my practicum experience 
has taught me the importance of 
collecting feedback from the students 
as it provides me the opportunity to 
consistently evaluate the quality of 
learning from the students’ perspective. 
This data will enable me to inquire 
into my practice and thus improve my 
lessons to meet the diverse needs of 
students in each class. I have also come 
to a realisation that it is important to have 
a repertoire of teaching strategies and 
ideas at hand because there is no single 
method that works for all circumstances. 
Therefore, we need to be willing to 
continually learn from others and to use 
creativity in managing the issues that 
come our way as educators. 

Throughout my contract teaching and 
practicum experiences, the idea that ‘No 
man is an island’ rang true to me. We 
must never be misled to think that who 
we are and what we have is due to our 
own hard work alone. If it takes a village 
to raise a child, then it probably takes a 
nation to raise a teacher. At this juncture, 
I have to thank my NIE lecturers, NIE 
friends and the teachers in my contract 
and practicum schools for their guidance 

"We need to be willing to continually learn from others 

and to use creativity in managing the issues that come 

our way as educators."

and feedback. I am grateful to my own 
family and best friends for their emotional 
and spiritual support. Last but not least, 
may all credit be to God for His never-
failing grace and love. Teaching is a long 
and tedious journey. However, like Dory 
from 'Finding Nemo' (Walter, & Stanton, 
2003), who just kept swimming, we can 
be reminded to just keep teaching. Just 
keep going on, never stop trying, just 
keep striving to love our students and to 
do what is best for them.
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TEACHING: A LEARNING PROCESS 
THAT NEVER ENDS
Kho Suat Ling Eunice, PGDE Primary 2015

I once had the idea that translating theory into practice was easy. As a 
university undergraduate who majored in psychology, I was able to identify 
learning theories while observing lessons during internships in various primary 
schools. I was amazed by how classroom routines were carried out so smoothly 
by senior teachers. As I jotted those routines into my notebook, I became more 
and more excited about creating my own ideal classroom as a full-fledged 
teacher next time.

During my Postgraduate Diploma in 
Education (PGDE) course in National 
Institute of Education (NIE), I was 
inspired daily by my professors as they 
demonstrated various fun teaching 
strategies and modelled how we 
should pass on the love of learning to 
our students. We were also asked to 
articulate our teaching philosophy and 
beliefs which would serve to guide 
us throughout our teaching journey. 
Inspired by my Junior College’s (JC) 
school motto – Live with Passion, Lead 
with Compassion – I decided to adopt 
it as my teaching philosophy as well as 
my life motto.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

Live with Passion
To me, living with passion means being 
aware of one's interests and goals, 
and having the intrinsic motivation to 
take steps towards achieving those 
goals every day. During my lessons and 
interaction with students, I hope to help 
them discover what they are interested 
in and equip them with the necessary 

skills and motivation to pursue their 
dreams.

Lead with Compassion
On top of pursuing one's dreams, 
one must always remember to lead 
with compassion, which means 
caring for and aiming to bring out the 
best in others. As a teacher, I would 
like to nurture my students to have 
an outward focus in life, to care for 
their family and friends, and help one 
another achieve their fullest potential, 
instead of competing against one 
another.

Armed with my teaching philosophy, 
teaching strategies/pedagogies learnt 
from the various modules in NIE and 
classroom management skills, I felt 
geared up to spread the love of learning 
to my students during my practicum. 
However, as the weeks went by, 
there was a need for me to revise my 
expectations. Translating theory into 
practice was definitely not a smooth 
process, and I soon found myself being 
humbled by various challenges. 
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PRACTICUM – A HUMBLING 
EXPERIENCE
 
Teaching strategies and classroom 
management skills learnt from the 
textbooks and lectures were useful, 
but nothing beats first-hand interaction 
with pupils in making me realise how 
much there is to learn when it comes 
to mastering the art of teaching. On 
the second day of teaching, I made 
the mistake of giving the instruction 
“Hand in your homework to me now” 
at the end of my lesson. That sentence 
resulted in forty students rushing to 
the front of the classroom with their 
homework, pushing one another so 
that they could reach me first. I tried 
to salvage the situation by asking them 
to line up, but my voice was drowned 
by the noise created by the students. 
Thankfully, my Cooperating Teacher 
(CT) was around and managed to 

quieten them down through clapping 
signals. After that lesson, I saw a need 
to rephrase my homework collection 
instructions. Getting the help of group 
leaders in homework collection proved 
to be a better method than my initial 
one as it ensured order and required 
minimal movement in the classroom. 

The incident above was just one of the 
many challenges I was presented with 
every single day, but every challenge 
was an opportunity to learn and improve 
as a teacher. The Reflective Practice 
Model served as an effective framework 
to help me reflect about the problems 
that I faced and come up with practical 
solutions to tackle those problems. The 
first step of the reflection process was 
to describe the teacher’s action and 
its consequence. The next step was 
to analyse the reason for the negative 
consequence. The third step would 

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What Happened?)

Knowledge 
of Content

Filtering System
(beliefs / feelings)

Knowledge of 
Students

Knowledge 
of Self

Knowledge of 
Teaching and 

Learning

Knowledge 
of Schools 

and 
Societal 

Contexts

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What happened?)

Planning
(So what?)

Reflecting
(Why?)

1

1: The Reflective Practice Model. Adapted from Langer, Colton, and Goff (2003) and York-Barr, Sommers, 
Ghere, and Montie (2006)
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2: The list of the GTCs (NIE, 2009)

2

be summarising the learning points 
for the incident before ending with a 
list of follow-up actions to prevent the 
mistake from happening again. Listed 
below as two samples of how I used the 
Reflective Practice Model to develop 
my Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTCs) during practicum. 

Specifically, I am going to focus on the 
competency of nurturing the whole 
child.

Sample 1: Group Activity Facilitation 
I remembered during my first NIE 
Supervisor (NIES) formal lesson 
observation, there was a mini group 
competition in which the groups had to 
draw cards and construct angles. The 
first group to accumulate 350 degrees 
worth of angles accurately would win.

What I did:
The last sentence of my games instruction 
was, "The first group to complete the 
group task accurately and raise their 
hands wins 100 points." I thought my 
instructions were specific and would 
enhance order in the classroom during 

the game activity. I expected to be able 
to identify the winning group easily as 
there was a physical indicator (raising of 
hands).

What actually happened:
Pupils ended up "arguing" who came 
first, and the whole class became very 
noisy. Soon, many hands were raised 
and I was very confused in the process 
of trying to track the winning group.

Why did things happen this way:
Firstly, I did not mention anything about 
noise control when going through the 
game rules, hence I was not in a position 
to fault the pupils for making too much 
noise during the game. It was a natural 
reaction for pupils to become hyped 
up and I should have made preventive 
measures to control the noise even 
before the game began.

Secondly, the first group to finish and 
raise up their hands had inaccurate 
answers, so they did not fulfill the 
condition for winning. Many other groups 
raised up their hands at the same time 
subsequently, hence making it difficult to 
track who really deserved to win. In the 
end, I just decided to give every group 
the same amount of points to reward 
them for their effort. 

So what:
According to Dreikur's Discipline Model 
(1968), one of the goals of misbehaviour 
is displaying inadequacy. In this case, 
the pupils’ misbehaviour stemmed from 
them not knowing exactly how to behave 
during the game as the instruction was 
not given clearly. To address this type of 
misbehaviour, teachers need to establish 
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clear rules and procedures delineating 
students' appropriate behaviours, and 
consequences for any failure to adhere 
to rules. I have learnt that rules must be 
established clearly during a game so that 
pupils know exactly how to behave (e.g. 
control noise level). I have also learnt that 
logical consequences for non-adherence 
must also be agreed upon so that the 
teacher is in a reasonable position to 
enforce punishment if needed (e.g. 
deduct points for making noise).

Now what:
These are the follow-up actions that 
I have taken/will take to prevent the 
incident from happening again:
1. Include clear expectations of noise 

level in game rules. (e.g. I must not 
be able to hear what you are saying 
from where I am. If I am able to figure 
out what you have said, you have said 
it too loud). 

2. Set logical consequences for non-
adherence (The first time the noise 
level is too high, I will show the letter 
'N' on the screen. The second time 
the noise level is too high, I will show 
the second letter 'O' on the screen. 
If I manage to spell out "NOISY", 
the game will stop immediately and 
20 points will be deducted from all 
groups).

3. To make it easy to identify the 
winning group, I changed my game 
instructions to be as such, "The first 
7 out of 8 groups to complete their 
angle construction (with accuracy 
and complete labelling) and paste 
their work on the board using magnet 
provided will earn 100 points". This 
way, it became much easier to check 
which are the winning groups, as 

I only needed to see who came 
last. There was also no room for 
argument as there was a very clear 
indicator of who came first. After all 
the groups have displayed their work 
on the board, I took my protractor 
and ruler to measure their angles in 
order to ensure the accuracy of the 
first 7 groups' answers. It turned 
out that one group gave the wrong 
answer. The last group to display 
their work also had mistakes in their 
presentation. Hence, only 6 groups 
were rewarded points, and the whole 
class was agreeable to the game 
result.

Sample 2: Homework Collection
Collecting homework was the greatest 
challenge for me during this practicum. I 
faced problems trying to collect all 39 sets 
of homework from my Primary 4 class 
every time I assigned them homework.  

What happened:
Homework collection was the last 
activity of every lesson. Hence collecting 
homework has always been a rushed 
process: I would leave the classroom 
immediately after all the group leaders 
have handed in the homework so 
that I could be in time for my next 
lesson. I tried to solve the problem by 
outsourcing homework collection to 
the Mathematics Representative (Math 
Rep) in my class. I required my Math 
Rep to produce a summary slip for me, 
reflecting the number of sets handed 
in and the names of those who haven't 
handed in. However, this method caused 
other problems as my Math CT told 
me that the Math Rep had been using 
other teachers' lesson time to collect 
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homework for fear of causing his class 
to lose points.

Why did things happen that way:
I realised that my Math Rep needs more 
time and effort in collecting homework 
and collate all the names of people who 
did not hand in their work. 

So what:
I have learnt that other than setting 
consequences for not handing in 
homework, one needs to ensure that 
the process of collecting homework 
does not cause the Math Rep to have 
a significantly heavier workload, as it 
would result in unnecessary stress on 
the student’s part.

Now what:
I have decided to try collecting 
homework during the first 5 minutes of 
my lesson, so that there will always be 
time to collect homework and I can make 
it a point to count the number of sets 
handed in and tick the names of pupils 
who are not able to hand in. My CT also 
proposed that the names of pupils who 
did not hand in their work will be written 
on the whiteboard. This would motivate 
pupils to hand in their homework as they 

would not want their name to stay on the 
whiteboard for long. I will also reward 
groups which have full sets handed in, 
so as to increase the likelihood of that 
desired behaviour to happen again in 
future.

I was very privileged to have a team of 
supportive colleagues who provided 
moral support and wise advice whenever 
I felt overwhelmed by work. Through 
Focused Conversations (FCs) with my 
mentors and CTs, I was exposed to 
multiple perspectives on how to deal 
with the various challenges I faced. Their 
solution-oriented mindsets motivated 
me to not give up during tough times. 
More importantly, their willingness to 
offer help despite their hectic schedules 
never failed to inspire me to expand 
my capacity as a teacher and maintain 
an outward-focus in the midst of all the 
“busyness” in school.
  
Keeping an e-Portfolio has also helped 
me keep track of my teaching journey 
as well as my growth as a teacher. 
Documenting my teaching philosophy 
at the start of our teaching career allows 
us to see if our philosophy and mindset 
have changed over the course of our 

"Through Focused Conversations (FCs) with my mentors 

and CTs, I was exposed to multiple perspectives on how 

to deal with the various challenges I faced."

"Keeping a record of good practices and ideas that we 

have come across during our teaching career enables us 

to connect and synthesise those ideas for future use and 

expansion."
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teaching journey. Keeping a record of 
good practices and ideas that we have 
come across during our teaching career 
enables us to connect and synthesise 
those ideas for future use and expansion. 
For example, looking back at the photo 
of a Math jigsaw puzzle that was 
introduced to me by my mathematics 
professor led me to wonder if I could use 
a similar jigsaw to help my pupils revise 
their English grammar as well. Perhaps I 
could design a puzzle that requires pupils 
to match verbs to their tenses. 

At the end of practicum, I felt that I 
was more able to conduct effective 
lessons due to the wider repertoire of 
classroom management skills gained 
from personal experience as well as 
advice from various helpful colleagues. 
Catching up with my NIE professors 
and exchanging practicum experiences 
with my NIE friends further sparked my 
excitement in getting my own form class 
after the June holidays. The thought of 
not having to write detailed lesson plans 
for every lesson anymore made it seem 

3: A Math jigsaw puzzle involving matching of fractions to the correct shaded figures 
(Credits: Dr Koay Phong Lee)

3

like the toughest times are finally over. I 
was wrong yet again. Greater challenges 
awaited as I took the responsibility of 
being a form teacher.

10 WEEKS AS A BEGINNING 
TEACHER

As a student teacher a few months 
ago, I was only responsible for carrying 
out effective lessons and taking charge 
of my pupils’ academic learning. 
Now, as a full-fledged teacher with 
form-teacher duties and Co-Curricular 
Activities (CCAs) responsibilities, I 
have discovered that whatever I have 
gone through during practicum was 
just a small tip of an enormous iceberg. 
The pressure of covering the syllabus 
became real and there were times 
when I felt like giving up, especially 
when students misbehaved and 
my lessons could not be carried out 
properly despite having spent hours 
planning them. 

There was a time when I just broke 
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down in the staff room due to a bad 
school day. All I could remember were 
mistakes that I have made during 
lessons, and self-doubt started to 
kick in. I cannot thank my colleagues 
enough for lending me a listening ear 
and making time to sort things out 
with me that day. That was also the 
day I got reminded to go back to the 
basics of being a reflective practitioner: 
reflecting not only what went wrong, 
but what went right as well. When one 
is in an emotional state, it is natural to 
dwell in negativity and list out what 
could have been done better. It takes 
conscious effort to acknowledge 
not only the teacher’s strengths, but 
also the student’s strengths that can 
be tapped on to turn things around. 
However, once the conscious effort has 
been made, it becomes much easier to 
see the light at the end of the tunnel 
and we find ourselves energised once 
again to conquer another day of school.
 
Let me illustrate the benefits of 
consciously noticing our own strengths 
as well as our students’ strengths with 
a real life example. I had a student who 
got offended by his classmates one 
day. He started throwing tantrums and 
banging the table, hence disrupting 
the rest of his class during lesson. By 
the time I managed to calm him down, 
there wasn’t enough time to finish 
teaching what I had planned to teach. 
I felt stressed and discouraged for not 
being able to complete my lesson. 
When the bell rang and the rest of the 
students had left, that particular student 
was still packing his bag. I decided that 
not all was over, and took the chance 
to speak to him personally. “Can you 

list the right decisions that you have 
made today, student A?” I said to him. 
He thought for a while and replied, 
“I did not make any right decisions 
today”. I probed, “Did you hand in 
your work punctually?” He nodded his 
head. “Did you greet your teachers 
today?” He nodded again. “Good, I see 
that you have made at least two right 
decisions today. Are you able to list 
anymore?” He thought for another few 
seconds and started noticing the right 
decisions that he had made for the day. 
I pointed out to him that he is actually 
a bright student capable of making right 
decisions. Then, I proceeded to ask 
him about the wrong decisions he has 
made and what he could have done 
better. He thanked me for noticing the 
good in him and promised to behave 
better in future. 

I went back to the staff room and 
reflected about my school day. Though 
I did not manage to finish my lesson as 
planned, I have made a positive impact 
in my student’s life by helping him 
manage his anger. My student did not 
leave school with any hard feelings, and 
he was more aware of his strengths 
and areas for improvement for that day. 
It then occurred to me that we should 
not solely evaluate our school day 
based on whether we have achieved 
our lesson objectives. When reflecting, 
we should ask ourselves, “Have we 
tapped on our own strengths as well 
as our students’ strengths to improve 
their learning process and achieve our 
teaching philosophy?”. If the answer to 
that is yes, we should give ourselves a 
pat on the back for contributing to our 
students’ development.
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CONCLUSION

Throughout my teaching journey so far, 
the times from which I have gained the 
most insights were the times when 
I slowed down and made the effort 
to reflect. One must not belittle the 
benefit of spending just ten minutes 
to reflect about what went right or 
wrong during a lesson or an interaction 
with one’s students. Being a reflective 
practitioner ensures that one does not 
just go through the motions of delivering 
lessons. Keeping track of the things we 
did right and the areas of improvement 
keeps the spirit of learning alive in 
us. Only when we engage in lifelong 
reflection and learning are we able 
to pass on the love of learning to our 
students. The e-Portfolio is a useful 
tool when it comes to documenting our 
growth as a teacher. One never knows 
when a teaching resource or idea is 
needed; keeping a record of our learning 
points really makes it more convenient 
for future reference and improvement.

In the midst of learning and improving, 
we should also remind ourselves that one 
does not need to succeed in everything 
at once. We only fail when we quit. It 
is also all right to experience negative 
emotions. Instead of running away from 
those negative emotions, we should let 
them arise without judgment in order 
to gain insightful information about why 

we are feeling in certain ways, so as to 
be able to make necessary changes to 
turn our situation around. For instance, 
when I feel stressed, I would notice 
my emotion and ask myself why I feel 
that way. If the answer is “I have a lot 
of work to do and I feel overwhelmed”, 
then maybe a good solution would be to 
make a priority list before starting work. 
Knowing the reason behind our feelings 
enables us to be solution-oriented, but 
we need to first take the step to tune in 
to our emotions. 

My final advice for fellow teachers would 
be to tap on the collaborative culture in 
the teaching fraternity. No man is an 
island in the educational field. In fact, 
STRESS can be an acronym for Someone 
Trying to Repair Every Situation Solo. 
We should never forget that we have 
colleagues and mentors to turn to 
whenever we are faced with difficulties 
in school. Truly, greater strength results 
when everyone works together to 
help one another overcome various 
challenges. Conquering practicum 
days would not have been possible if 
weren’t for the strong support from my 
colleagues, friends, NIE professors as 
well as my loved ones. I also thank them 
for making my learning process as a 
beginning teacher much more enjoyable. 
I look forward to learning and reflecting 
more about teaching so as to develop 
the GTCs of developing others too.

"Only when we engage in lifelong reflection and 

learning are we able to pass on the love of learning to 

our students."
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TEACHING IS HEART WORK
Debbie Tan Hui En, PGDE Secondary 2014

It took me some time before I came up with these acronyms to set my tone 
in this career. Some might think that it might not be necessary, but I thought 
that having it will serve as a powerful reminder on why I have chosen to be an 
educator. I hope that they inspire you too.

‘R’ represents Reflect - I think it is 
crucial for me to be reflective in my 
teaching. Through analysing my teaching 
techniques, academic pedagogical 
methods, as well as my ability to 
manage the students’ various learning 
capabilities, I believe I will be able to 
become more effective in my teaching 
practice.

‘E’ represents Engage - With students 
being encapsulated in a technologically 
advanced society, alterations to my 
lessons have to be made to keep it 
relevant and interesting for my students. 
The ease of retrieving information online 
has changed how my role as a teacher 
will be. No longer will I only teach facts 
and information, but my role as a teacher 
takes on more of a facilitator role to 
the students. I envision my students 
to be self-directed learners who are 
constantly developing their skills and 
increasing their knowledge. Of course, 
we have to bear in mind that all students 
have contrasting abilities, and though 
it may be difficult in the beginning to 
understand our students' ability, I believe 
that I should experiment, take chances 
with teaching methods, and be bold 
in trying various avenues to innovate 
teaching and engage my students in 
their learning.

‘A’ represents Affirm – Affirmation is my 
love language, and that is why it is part 
of my teaching philosophy. As teachers, 
our words and actions portrayed to our 
students leave lasting impact on these 
young individuals. I strongly believe that 
the approach of encouragement and 
affirmation will foster students' interest 
in learning. Moreover, affirmations also 
build students’ self-confidence and helps 
bring out their hidden potential.  

‘L’ represents Learn – Learning is a 
two-way street and I believe that I will 
not only learn how to hone my skill as 
a teacher through teaching my students, 
but will also learn how to take on various 
roles in this line of work. There will 
always be opportunities for learning and 
growing, as a teacher. 

FACING CHALLENGES

I faced different challenges during my 
practicum experience. Firstly, I was 
thrilled to be teaching a high ability class. 
There were no classroom behavioural 
problems with the class. The students 
were well behaved and listened 
attentively throughout my lessons. 
They were always on task. However, 
I observed that this group of students 
were afraid to speak up in class, and 
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would do whatever they could to avoid 
any presentation task given to them. I 
realised this when I posed a question 
to the class, and all I got back was pin-
drop silence, and pockets of whispers 
between partners as to who should be 
speaking up.

The next challenge I faced during 
practicum was when I started planning 
for my English lessons on writing. I 
would plan assignments and teacher’s 
instructions to ensure every minute 
would be well utilised, thinking that my 
students will be quick in planning and 
in writing, and that they would listen to 
me attentively in class. However, when I 
carried out my lesson, I found that I was 
unable to meet my lesson objectives and 
faced hiccups along the way. 

I realised that I had failed to factor in 
transition time between periods. Factors 
such as the previous lesson ending late, 
students coming into class late after their 
recess, and taking time to come back 
from their Physical Education lesson 
were not considered. There were also 
changes in the students’ movement due 
to their different subject combinations. 
Without taking these factors into 
account, I put myself up to a task that was 
challenging to complete. I also realised 
that my students needed a much longer 
time to plan and write their draft essay in 
class than I had expected. In the end, my 
lesson objective in getting students to 
complete their written paragraphs was 
unfulfilled and was carried forward to the 
next lesson. 

The other challenge I faced was covering 
the content-heavy syllabus during Social 

Studies lessons. While I was using 
the PowerPoint to take them through, 
I noticed that some of my students 
had started to feel lethargic and were 
chatting away. Despite my efforts to 
tell them that this information would 
be tested in their common tests and 
examinations, some students would still 
continue to talk amongst themselves, 
and disrupt the flow of lessons.

BE UNPREDICTABLE

Most student teachers would be 
concerned with achieving all the learning 
objectives in their lesson plans. However, 
we might not realise that mastering 
classroom management is also crucial 
to start any lessons. Your ability to settle 
the class down effectively and efficiently 
is half the battle won. Once you have 
that, you literally have everything under 
control. 

During the first few weeks of my 
practicum, juggling between managing 
the students in class and completing my 
lesson objectives was the main problem 
that I faced. Before I started my journey 
at the National Institute of Education 
(NIE), I did about a year of contract 
teaching. I told myself during then that 
it would probably be a good idea to be 
‘friends’ with my students with the 
hopes that they would listen to me in and 
out of classroom. However, I was wrong. 
Being too friendly at the start with the 
students caused a string of classroom 
management problems for me, such as 
disrespectful behaviour during lesson 
time, students being ‘too friendly’ with 
you outside of class time, refusal to 
complete homework, and the list goes 

Practices of Inquiry108



on. In one example, I had students 
who would talk between themselves 
or walk around the class during lesson 
time without my permission. During the 
first few lessons, I would observe their 
behaviour and hoped that they would 
start behaving well without me having 
to address their behavioural issues. 
However, that did not happen. 

I, then, proceeded to reflect based on the 
Reflective Practice Model to change the 
environment. I stood back and viewed 
my classroom management skills, whilst 
reflecting on how I felt based on my 
current practice, what could be done 
better, and what I could keep. Through 
the above mentioned experience, I 
tried to change my actions towards the 
students, because if I had not done so, 
it would probably not be a conducive 
learning environment. There was some 
trial and error involved, as each class 
had a different ‘personality’, and I had 
to come up with various rewards or 
consequences that were appropriate. 
With this, I set the routines in the 
classroom and reinforced them during 
lesson time. For example, implementing 
ground rules for answering questions 
is important as students would have to 
wait for their turn before speaking. It 
was a challenge when all 40 students 
attempted to get my attention all at once. 
Having such classroom management 
techniques really helped. 

Apart from the students being 
unpredictable, being unpredictable 
myself in my teaching and managing of 
students also gleaned some interesting 
results. Catching students off guard, 
being nice when they least expect it 

and being terrifying when they think you 
won’t, can be very useful! For example, 
instead of throwing students out of 
the class, or being angry with them 
when they did not submit their work, I 
gave the students a chance to explain 
themselves, and ask them for a time 
frame to hand in their work. Magically, 
late submission never seems to happen 
much afterwards. 

Of course, the magic of uncertainty may 
not work with all classes, but you can try, 
and see how it turns out.

HAVE COFFEE WITH YOUR 
COLLEAGUES

In order to improve my teaching 
practices, I would look through my 
lesson plan again once the lesson was 
over. It was effective for me to do so 
immediately after the lesson, as I would 
have remembered how my lesson went 
earlier on.  I would evaluate the positive 
aspects of the lesson, areas to improve 
on, students’ response to the activities 
that were conducted in class, and the 
clarity of instructions.

I also tapped on one of the most precious 
resources that I had – my colleagues. 
I was blessed to have had help from 
my Cooperating Teachers (CTs), who 
assisted me in guiding and planning my 
thoughts. I was able to share with them 
my worries about how the lesson would 
go, and they would offer me advice 
and ways to manage different learners. 
They also shared possible pedagogical 
approaches for engaging the students 
that seem to find speaking in class 
intimidating, and they challenged me to 
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think of solutions and teaching methods 
that were different. 

In addition, I also had the opportunity 
to observe the lessons of other senior 
teachers. These lessons observations 
were also valuable for me, as I was able 
to observe different teaching styles and 
methods for my teaching subjects, as 
well as their ability to handle a class of 
40 on their own. Time spent in these 
classes helped me look at teaching my 
subjects from other angles that I had 
not thought of previously. Through this, 
I was able to make lesson comparisons 
and questioned my own flow of lessons. 
For example, one of the issues that I 
raised was being overly ambitious with 
my lesson objectives. It may seem less 
accomplished to only have a few lesson 
objectives for your lesson, but having one 
or two simple lesson objectives helped 
to keep me focused on what I needed 
to cover during the period. Having very 
specific lesson objectives meant that I 
could easily look back, and reflect much 
clearer on what went well and what I had 
to work on.

Moreover, having to observe the lessons 
of other teachers helped me to feel 
confident in my ability to experiment 
boldly in class to identify the types 
of pedagogical approaches that were 
more suitable for certain classes. As 
I looked back on my writing lessons, 
I realised that more scaffolding in the 
worksheet was required. For example, 
during my lesson in Reflective Writing, 
I could have included more articles for 
students to read and analyse, or I could 
have included more activities based on 
the reading articles that were given to 

the students. I realised I expected them 
to know what they should be doing, but 
most of the time, students were unsure 
on how to start an essay.

The tendency to assume that my 
students knew how to write an essay 
with the right structure was an error, 
even with students from the higher 
ability class. Putting what I reflected into 
practice, when I began to plan an essay 
task for my students, I had to question 
myself if they had learnt it before. If 
they had not learnt it before, I could 
prepare for a lesson on the basics of 
writing (situational writing, essay etc.). 
It would come in handy if students did 
not know or had forgotten the structure 
of essay writing. Nevertheless, if they 
did remember, then I would be able to 
pick up the pace in the class. I believe 
this technique was successfully applied 
to my teaching subjects.

1: Sample of students’ worksheet

1

Practices of Inquiry110



The feedback from students were 
valuable to me in bettering my craft 
as a teacher. I strived to create a safe 
environment in the classroom where 
I allowed my students to bring any 
suggestions to improve parts of my 
lessons. For example, when a student 
comments on a particular aspect of 
the teaching of content, and offers 
suggestions, I would bear it in mind. 
When I revisit and reflect on my lesson 
plan, I ask myself if I could have taught 
my lessons using the suggested 
pedagogical approach, what other 
platforms I could have used to engage 
my students and how I could assess my 
students’ proficiency in class. On other 
days however, students also shared with 
me that the class was uninteresting. I 
understand days like these will happen, 
but I should not be affected by it. Instead, 
I allowed this to motivate me to look for 
other possible ways of engaging my 
students to keep their interests piqued.

FOCUSED CONVERSATIONS 
(FCS)

During practicum, I adapted the 
three strategies of Relatedness, 
Competence and Autonomy from the 
Self-determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 
2000) in my lessons. 

Firstly, I used the strategy of Relatedness 

that suggests creating a positive learning 
environment in class, and this is very 
helpful as it encourages me to build 
a safe place for the students to share 
their own thoughts and experiences that 
will eventually aid in the development 
of social relationships between among 
students and teacher. Secondly, the 
strategy of Competence involves 
allowing students to feel confident 
and effective in communicating in the 
classroom. This strategy incorporates the 
belief that every student can learn and 
this will intrinsically motivate students 
to progress further in their learning. The 
use of positive feedback also plays a vital 
role in encouraging students to speak 
and participate freely during lessons. 
Moreover, it is also equally important to 
progressively raise tasks’ difficulties to 
keep students interested in increasing 
their knowledge. Finally, using the 
strategy of Autonomy, I gave the students 
a voice in the types of activities that are 
carried out during lessons. While using 
this strategy, students’ participation in 
class activity increased, and were more 
inclined to respond during discussion. 

While preparing for FC2, I had to identify 
the various classroom management 
issues that I had encountered over the 
past 6 weeks. Each class (High Ability, 
Through-Train, and Normal Academic) 
posed problems that were on different 

"The feedback from students were valuable to me in 

bettering my craft as a teacher. I strived to create a safe 

environment in the classroom where I allowed my 

students to bring any suggestions to improve parts of 

my lessons."
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ends of the spectrum. I highlighted that 
there were a number of issues from the 
High Ability (HA) class who were doing 
work other than the subject stipulated 
during that particular time slot. In the 
Through-Train stream, students were of 
various learning abilities and alterations 
were made to facilitate better group 
discussion. For the Normal Academic 
stream, students were more hyperactive 
and preferred hands-on activities, using 
Information and Communications 
Technologies (ICT), and answering 
questions on social media platforms.

As we shared with one another various 
classroom problems and solutions in 
managing them, it was comforting to 
know that within the education fraternity, 
I was able to find someone that I could 
rely on, and seek help or advice from. 
It was meaningful to me, as I was able 
to learn from my School Coordinating 
Mentor's (SCM) sharing about how she 
first started out as a beginning teacher. 
It was uplifting to hear that over time, 
teachers would be able to improvise 

and improve on the way they handle 
classroom management issues. Having 
all these problems at the beginning of 
my career can be mentally draining. I am 
grateful that these FCs have helped guide 
my thoughts to think out of the box in my 
lesson planning, to be reflective of the 
learning of students, and in turn with the 
students' feedback, challenge me to be 
adaptive in my teaching approach to suit 
the students and their learning abilities.

The inquiry process that I made visible 
to my NIE Supervisor (NIES), CTs and 
SCM deepened my knowledge of my 
learners and their learning, as it set the 
direction of my actions and thoughts 
that will help guide my teaching and 
interaction with both students and staff. 
With a teaching philosophy, I believe that 
no matter how difficult sometimes work 
might be, I have R.E.A.L to fall back on 
and to keep me motivated on why I have 
chosen this career path. Conversations 
about "skillful teacher" helped me 
realise that we do not just disseminate 
information to the students, but rather 

"I am grateful that these FCs have helped guide my 

thoughts to think out of the box in my lesson planning, 

to be reflective of the learning of students, and in turn 

with the students' feedback, challenge me to be adaptive 

in my teaching approach to suit the students and their 

learning abilities."

"With a teaching philosophy, I believe that no matter 

how difficult sometimes work might be, I have R.E.A.L 

to fall back on and to keep me motivated on why I have 

chosen this career path."
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make what we teach relevant to them. 
In our conversations, we also highlighted 
the fact that the interconnected nature 
of technology makes the large and 
growing corpus of information readily 
accessible to students. Therefore, the 
great challenge for teachers would be 
on how to best to engage and facilitate 
their students’ learning. With changing 
times and needs in the working world, 
it is vital that students are exposed to 
the relevant skills needed for them in 
the future. 

The FCs really helped me to realise 
and internalise the importance of self-
reflection, and the structure of practicum 
with its guided questions, helped to 
instil this habit. 

I believe that sharing my thinking 
enabled me to internalise what I have 
learned. This sharing also helped me 
to gain better insights and suggestions 
from my mentors, senior teachers and 
peers. Through these sharing sessions, I 
have gained more knowledge on various 
teaching skills, which I believe would be 
useful to me, as I continue to teach. I also 
found the FCs tremendously helpful, as 
my senior teachers and mentors were 
able to relate to some, if not most of the 
challenges that they once faced while 
they were still beginning teachers. I 
feel relieved and thankful to have good 
support from staff in school that I can 

rely on. In addition, I am truly thankful 
that they were open in their sharing of 
tips and advice, and even offering me 
the opportunities to sit in their class and 
learn from them. This greatly helped me 
to understand and learn the different 
ways of handling my students’ different 
learning abilities. 

BE YOU.

To me, a good teacher and student 
relationship is the foundation that will 
kickstart any form of learning. Thus, 
under the professional practice, I place 
strong emphasis on ‘Nurturing the 
whole Child’. 

Even though practicum was only 10 
weeks, chances are that the practicum 
school will be your final posting. So, 
establishing good rapport with the 
students, and doing your best to 
speak to them individually as much as 
possible to get to know them better is 
paramount. Talk to your students. Know 
your students, because they do not care 
about how much you know, until they 
know how much you care.

Teach like how you would want to be 
taught. If you think your lesson plans are 
going to be dreary, they would probably 
be. Think out of the box. Think of ways to 
challenge the norm. Think and innovate!
Be bold. It can be quite daunting at 

"The FCs really helped me to realise and internalise 

the importance of self-reflection, and the structure of 

practicum with its guided questions, helped to instil 

this habit."
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times to be in a new environment, 
when you are trying to grasp as much 
information as you can. However, I think 
the experience of practicum has helped 
pushed me to be proactive in the school 
environment. 

Do not be afraid to ask, to seek help, 
to acknowledge things that you are 
uncertain of. In order to be a good team 
player, I think it is important to know 
how your colleagues work and get to 
know one another to tap on each other’s 
strength.
 
It is important to know who you are 
as a person. Knowing who I am as an 
educator, knowing my role and my 
purpose helps increase my personal 
effectiveness. Sometimes, I get choked 
up with emotions, but I believe we 
need to learn to detach ourselves from 
work. There will be days when you will 
doubt your ability, and days when you 
will question your role as an effective 
teacher, but know that teaching is always 
a roller coaster ride. You need to take on 

these challenges or emotions and ride 
with it, as each day passes by. If one 
day, you find yourself hitting a wall with a 
particular student, go home, take a break 
away from work, recharge yourself and 
then get back to the grind. Teachers are 
humans too, and we do need to hit the 
“refresh” button, once in awhile. 

In addition, in order to create a peaceful 
and safe school environment, it is 
important to understand and respect one 
another in the workplace. This is also 
vital in keeping positive energy in the 
office. Taking time to understand your 
colleagues makes working much more 
enjoyable. 

Last but not least, BE YOURSELF. 
Students feed off from the energy that 
you exude in class. Students appreciate a 
teacher who is genuine, they can feel it.

2: My class!

2
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FROM STUDENT TO TEACHER
Wee Lay Kit Jasmine, PGDE Secondary 2015

MY BACKGROUND

Much of my childhood memories revolve around sitting at the dining table 
watching my mum mark stacks of homework and test papers. At times, I helped 
her choose the stickers to be awarded to deserving scripts or helped her flip 
the pages as she marked the questions. I looked forward to every Teachers’ 
Day because it meant unwrapping the mountains of presents that my mum 
had received. As I unravelled her gifts, I also read through the heartfelt notes 
and cards that her students had written. Having witnessed the countless hours 
my mum spent marking and planning lessons, I knew that teaching was indeed 
a challenging profession. However, I also knew that no other career would be 
as rewarding as one that involves watching a child grow and learn under your 
guidance. 

"Teaching a child not to step 
on a caterpillar is as valuable 

to the child as it is to the 
caterpillar".

"A teacher takes a hand, opens 
a mind and touches a heart."

When the time came for me to choose 
my career path, I spent some time 
exploring various industries and exploring 
my interests. Eventually, I found that 
teaching was still the only profession 
that would allow me to meld my love for 
Biology and desire for nurturing youths 
together. This led me to sign on with the 
Ministry of Education in 2011, while I was 
already pursuing a four-year Bachelor 
of Science (Life Science) with Honours 
course at the National University of 
Singapore (NUS). Going through teaching 
attachments at various secondary 
schools further strengthened my resolve 
to be a teacher. In 2015, I graduated 
from NUS and began my journey as a 
student teacher at the National Institute 

of Education (NIE). After completing my 
teaching practicum at Fairfield Methodist 
School (Secondary) (FMSS), I stayed on 
and officially embarked on my teaching 
journey. I am currently teaching Biology 
and English at FMSS and I continue to 
learn and grow with the amazing group 
of colleagues and students there.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

Lead by example
Teaching is unlike any job in the other 
industries. It requires our personal 
calling, character and competence to 
be in congruence in order to be an 
effective teacher. I believe that teaching 
is a partnership between ourselves, our 
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students and the various stakeholders 
of education. There has to be mutual 
involvement and respect. We learn and 
grow together with our students and 
thus we have to constantly question 
why we teach and how we should 
improve ourselves. Teaching should be 
from the heart and we should aim to 
make learning an enjoyable experience 
for every student in the classroom. I 
strongly believe in developing a child 
holistically rather than training him/her 
to be an intellectual whizz. Character 
building should come hand-in-hand with 
the knowledge they acquire. The life 
skills that they attain in the formative 
years of secondary school shape the 
person that they grow up to be. As 
teachers, we have the duty of moulding 
the next generation and I hope to be able 
to bring up a compassionate and socially 
responsible society. In order to do so, we 
ourselves have to lead and be grounded 
in good values and strong character. 
This is an area that I admire about the 
teaching profession because it keeps 
me in check, knowing that I have to be 
a role model for my students and lead by 
example. We have to put on various hats 
while designing our lessons to suit our 
students’ needs, but our core values and 
personal standards should never waiver.

Every child has a story to tell
Being someone who loves reading 
mystery novels, I find that detective 
work can be used as a metaphor for 
teaching. Detectives have to pick up 
clues in order to piece them together to 
understand a case better. Similarly, as 
teachers we have to be vigilant and be 
able to understand our students better 
through observing how they behave 

in school. Every student has different 
family backgrounds, learning styles, prior 
knowledge and learning experiences. We 
have to be able to pick out these aspects 
in order to craft our teaching approach 
to achieve the desired outcomes. Using 
the clues they leave behind in the form 
of work done or verbal questioning, we 
begin to piece together their current 
knowledge bank in order to know the 
best way to proceed. Students also 
have different backgrounds and learning 
needs and we have to be cognizant of 
these issues in order to construct our 
lessons effectively. We have to be caring 
educators, being interested to know 
them as a person instead of just a child 
in a classroom.

Teach from the heart, inspire the soul
Learning and education are terms 
that we use freely, but these words 
have slightly different meanings to 
various people. Personally, I feel that 
the essence of education is to be able 
to inspire students to apply what they 
have learnt in the classroom to any 
situation they are faced with. Being 
both a Biology and English language 
teacher, I take a hybrid approach in my 
teaching. While I believe it is important 
for students to have a certain degree of 
free choice and the space to explore, it 
is also our responsibility to guide them 
in the right direction and show them 
how to accurately obtain information. 
A student should be able to bring their 
own perspectives to the table, while 
being grounded in the concepts that they 
have learnt. Therefore, I try my best to 
incorporate as many real-life scenarios 
and experiments into my lessons, to 
enable students to learn in an authentic 
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context instead of solely regurgitating 
answers from the textbook. I also believe 
in looking out for teachable moments 
both in and out of the classroom, to help 
them develop valuable life skills so that 
they will be equipped to go into society 
as responsible citizens.

The kind of teachers we become is 
shaped by the beliefs and attitudes that 
we hold. Teachers determine the climate 
of our classrooms and how the students 
should learn. Our actions decide how 
fast they are able to grasp a concept and 
also the life skills that they pick up along 
the way. With such great power in our 
hands, our teaching has to be intentional, 
bearing in mind that we are shaping who 
a child grows up to be. It is a heavy 
responsibility but a wonderful journey I 
feel privileged to embark on.

THE INQUIRY PROCESS

4-step Reflective Practice Model
One of the key skills I picked up during 
my time in NIE was to engage in 
meaningful reflection on my teaching 
practice. Being a student teacher, going 
into a school for my teaching practicum 
was a daunting yet exciting challenge. 

1

2

The 4-step reflective practice model was 
the structure I adhered to when planning 
for my next course of action. It served 
as a useful guide for me to gain deeper 
understandings that can lead to more 
intentional actions to improve learning 
for my students. 

During my reflection process, I found 
that trying to make connections between 
my observations and the theories I learnt 
in NIE helped me to plan my next steps 
forward. The courses we went through 

1: My teaching philosophy
2: The 4-step Reflective Practice Model

"During my reflection process, I found that trying to 

make connections between my observations and the 

theories I learnt in NIE helped me to plan my next steps 

forward."
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in NIE such as Teaching and Managing 
Learners, Educational Psychology, as 
well as assessment and curriculum 
modules provided me with the basic 
knowledge to make sense of the data 
I collected. My e-Portfolio served as a 
very convenient platform where I could 
record my learning from NIE, as well as 
keep track of the data I compiled during 
my practicum.

What happened? 
The first step to the reflective model 
is to identify the issues and challenges 
faced in the classroom. As a beginning 
teacher, I faced various forms of 
challenges ranging from familiarity with 
the syllabus, as well as instructional 
and classroom management strategies. 
The courses in NIE gave me a good 
insight into dealing with some of these 
issues, but facing these circumstances 
first-hand during practicum was slightly 
overwhelming. 

To identify issues and challenges 
effectively, I usually spend some time 
after the lesson listing down the things 
that went well or could be improved 
on. For example, at the start I noticed 
that some students engage in their 

own small group chatter and discussion 
which may cause them to miss certain 
key points mentioned in class. I also 
realised that there were common 
misconceptions among students that 
hinder their learning of more complex 
concepts. 

Why?
In order to find out why these issues 
arose, I used the data that I collected 
to inquire into my teaching practice. 
This included observations, verbal 
interviews, student reflections and test 
marks. One of the routines that I learnt 
from my curriculum modules in NIE 
was how to construct effective thinking 
questions during my lessons to help 
with identification of misconceptions. I 
applied this to my lessons and based on 
observation of the students' responses, 
I was able to assess how much they 
understand about the current topic and 
what I would have to do to fill in the gaps 
in their knowledge. Class response is a 
vital form of data because of the genuine 
answers given based on what they have 
learnt in lesson. This helped me to 
understand why certain misconceptions 
arose and what I could do to bridge 
those gaps.

3

3: Use of thinking questions during lessons
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4

5

The assessment module in NIE 
also taught us various methods of 
assessment to check for students’ 
understanding. I constructed reflection 
sheets and homework to be given 
to the students at the end of every 
chapter. This allowed me to check for 
their understanding and any prevailing 
misconceptions. Some students may 
have been too shy to share their 
responses during class discussion, thus 
assessing their written work was very 
helpful in identifying quiet students 
who were facing difficulty with grasping 
certain concepts.

I also tried to ask for feedback from 
students regarding my lessons. Through 
informal interviews and questionnaires, 
I found out the type of lessons they 
preferred. For example, many students 
enjoyed group work and demonstrations 
so I did my best to incorporate such 
activities into my lessons. This was also 
particularly helpful because every class 
is different and students have different 
interests. Making the effort to talk to 
them and gather feedback from the 
class helped me to improve my teaching 
practice and cater to as many students 
as possible. For example, the methods 
used to teach lower secondary students 
may not work with upper secondary 
students. I was thus able to adjust my 
teaching styles according to their needs 
and interests.

So what?
The next step was to reflect on what I 
have learned from the data collected and 
think about how this would change my 
future strategies and instruction in class. 
Since I learned that my students enjoyed 

4: 3-2-1 reflection sheet
5: Gathering feedback from students using get-to-
know-me cards
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group work and having a platform for 
discussion, I decided to incorporate 
more class discussion into my lessons 
to allow them to have an avenue to 
share their opinions. This also provided 
them with a mental break during class 
which helped to prolong their attention 
span.

I also found that students responded 
well to demonstrations and hands-on 
activities. As I was thinking of ideas 
I could use to spice up my lessons, 
I remembered that I had recorded 
down some of the methods I had 
used during my microteaching in NIE 
in my e-Portfolio. Referring back to my 
e-Portfolio site, I modified some of the 
strategies I used to cater them towards 
my students’ learning profiles.

Using these strategies allowed me to 

6

6: Use of e-Portfolio to record teaching strategies 
learnt in NIE
7: Use of plasticine models to teach bacterial binary 
fission
8: Use of micro-fibre cloth to demonstrate the 
microvilli in the small intestine

7

8
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9: Learning the importance of content mastery in NIE

9

cater to visual-kinaesthetic learners and 
helped to address some misconceptions 
since the students could visualise certain 
concepts better. Especially for Biology, 
students struggle with remembering 
key terms and processes, as well as 
structural adaptations. By using various 
analogies and activities, they were able 
to retain information better and this led 
to fewer misconceptions.

Now what?
The last step of the reflective practice 
model is to think about what I want to 
remember in a similar situation and 
how to act in future. I believe that one 

"Throughout my practicum journey, I constantly referred 

back to my e-Portfolio where I had recorded down my various 

learning points in NIE. Many of the ideas I used in school 

stemmed from the methods I had tried out in past modules."

of the most important aspects of lesson 
planning and execution is consistency. 
For a newly introduced strategy to be 
effective, the teacher must put in the 
effort to continue with such strategies in 
order for outcomes to be visible. Based 
on continual feedback from students 
and self-reflection, I continued to build 
upon my teaching practice to improve 
my methods and structure my lessons 
better for my students. The value of data 
collection should never be undermined 
because it truly contributes to effective 
reflection and is a means of tracking 
how my teaching practice has improved 
over a period of time. 
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Throughout my practicum journey, 
I constantly referred back to my 
e-Portfolio where I had recorded down 
my various learning points in NIE. Many 
of the ideas I used in school stemmed 
from the methods I had tried out in past 
modules. For example, creative teaching 
and lesson diversification were some 
of the main takeaways I had recorded 
down in my e-Portfolio that served to be 
extremely useful. This platform will thus 
continue to be my reference point even 
after practicum and as I continue as a 
beginning teacher.

DEVELOPING GRADUAND 
TEACHER COMPETENCIES 
(GTCS) USING INQUIRY

The inquiry process has also been vital 
for me to develop my GTCs. Other 
than collecting and documenting data 
to improve my lessons, it helped me 
to grow holistically as a teacher in the 
three performance dimensions namely 
Professional Practice, Leadership 
& Management, and Personal 
Effectiveness. I used my e-Portfolio 
to keep track of my growth in these 

"The inquiry process has also been vital for me 

to develop my GTCs. Other than collecting and 

documenting data to improve my lessons, it helped me 

to grow holistically as a teacher."

10: The list of GTCs on e-Portfolio

10
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GTCs to see where my strengths and 
areas of improvement were. I found 
it particularly useful that I could link 
my evidence for the various GTCs on 
the site as it provided a very neat and 
convenient way to record down my 
progress.

Of all the GTCs, nurturing the whole 
child and providing quality learning of 
the child resonated most strongly with 
my teaching philosophy. As such, I 
made a conscientious effort to inquire 
into these aspects.

Professional Practice: Nurturing the 
whole child

Teaching is not a one dimensional 
profession. It involves nurturing 

11: Learning about managing diverse learners in NIE

11

our students in a holistic manner, 
understanding their needs and 
expectations. This was something 
that I remember vividly from the 
Teaching and Managing Learners and 
Educational Psychology modules in 
NIE. We have to believe that all pupils 
can learn and make the effort to know 
their background and personalities. 
This can be done through use of 
effective communication skills, 
listening and attending skills during 
interaction with pupils. There are 
also a variety of inquiry methods to 
determine what a pupil needs to learn 
and grow best. In NIE, we had many 
group discussions involving authentic 
situations about the strategies we 
could use to understand our students 
better.
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12: Using get-to-know-me cards to understand students better

12

During my teaching practicum, this 
was done through the use of 'get-to-
know-me' cards where pupils shared 
snippets of their lives in order for me to 
get to know them better. Not all inquiry 
methods had to be through formal or 
written means. I also got the chance to 
know my students on a more personal 
level by attending class bonding 
activities and events.

Professional Practice: Providing 
quality learning of a child

One of the ways to ensure that the 
child is provided with quality learning 
is the use of a variety of instructional 
strategies to teach concepts in ways 
that encourage pupils to see learning 
as meaningful. My NIE lecturers for 
curriculum modules always emphasised 
the importance of ensuring students 

are able to articulate and apply their 
learning. In order to cultivate a thinking 
culture in class, some of the visible 
thinking strategies I have tried to 
incorporate into my lessons include '3-
2-1 Reflection', 'See-Think-Wonder', 
'What makes you say that?' and 'Tug-
of-war'. Using these strategies really 
helped students to question their 
own understanding and come up with 
explanations to their own inquiries. This 
encourages them to develop critical 
thinking instead of solely relying on 
their teachers to provide answers and 
solutions. Students also feel a sense 
of accomplishment when they are able 
to successfully articulate their opinions 
and ideas.

What makes you say that?
This routine encourages students to 
think deeper into concepts learnt. 
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Follow up questions are asked 
throughout the lesson to check for 
students' understanding and whether 
they are able to explain certain key 
concepts. Students will thus be able to 
clear their doubts and misconceptions 
as they begin to think more critically. An 
example of this routine is shown above 
whereby students explore beyond the 
surface of a basic concept of energy 
flow and energy loss.

This routine requires students to sharpen 
their observation and interpretation 
skills. Students are given an illustration 
to look at, after which they formulate 
their own thoughts and questions about 
what they are shown. This routine 
works well as a trigger activity because 
it exposes them to objects or scenarios 

that they may not be familiar with. It also 
gave me the chance to have a gauge of 
certain ideas they have about the topic 
and what they already know.

TAKING THE NEXT STEPS 
FORWARD

The modules in NIE gave me a good 
overview of what to expect in schools. 
Covering aspects such as curriculum 
planning, assessment construction, 
classroom management and tending 
to emotional needs of students, I was 
able to have a taste of what teaching 
entailed in a safe environment. The 
open discussions between lecturers 
and fellow student teachers allowed 
us to exchange ideas and learn from 
one another. Although practicum was a 

13

13: An example of “What makes you say that?”

Through the Lens of the Student Teachers 125



stressful period of time, it was when I 
could finally try out all the strategies I had 
learnt and rectify my mistakes through 
meaningful reflection. I was very blessed 
to have had wonderful Cooperating 
Teachers (CTs) and an NIE Supervisor 
(NIES) who gave me a lot of guidance and 
honest feedback to help me improve. 
Today, even after practicum, I still do 
make use of the 4-step reflection process 
and continue to inquire into my teaching 
practice to improve as a teacher. Having 
documented my NIE days and practicum 
journey on my e-Portfolio, it serves as 
a point of reference for me whenever I 
need to fall back on what I have learnt 
in the past. Of course, NIE was not all 
about studying and assignments. It was 
there that I forged precious friendships 
with friends who shared the same 
passion and interests.

Now that I am a full-fledged teacher and 

"Now that I am a full-fledged teacher and taking on 

further roles and responsibilities in school, engaging in 

reflection and inquiry has become even more important 

and critical."

“The best teachers teach from 
the heart, not from the book.”

14

14: An example of “See-Think-Wonder”

taking on further roles and responsibilities 
in school, engaging in reflection and 
inquiry has become even more important 
and critical. There is still much for me to 
learn, but I am immensely thankful to 
have had amazing mentors in NIE and 
in school to guide me along this learning 
journey. By God’s grace, I am in a school 
where my colleagues are nurturing and 
encouraging, allowing me to continue 
trying out new strategies to improve my 
teaching. Teaching is indeed a calling and 
I do hope that I will continue to grow in 
my craft, contributing to the education 
landscape and moulding the future of 
the nation.
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BEING INSPIRED AND NOW,   
TO INSPIRE. 
Pak Xin Yan, PGDE Secondary 2014

AUTHOR’S BACKGROUND

My journey to teaching started with me being a rebellious student, oblivious to 
the amount of effort my teachers put into their lessons. When I was a primary 
school student, I hated sitting through long hours of lessons and this drove me 
to play truant. Yes, I played truant at the age of 8. I would pack my bag and run 
home when my classmates were having their recess without informing anyone. 
Not only did I skip school, I also left all my homework undone. My grades suffered 
and this habit continued for a year or so until I met Ms Tan JJ, my form teacher 
in Primary Three. At first, she took disciplinary action and punished me for my 
behaviour. I persisted the way I was for another year but Ms Tan did not give 
up on me. She persevered and tried many methods to motivate me, including 
giving me one-to-one lessons every day before school. Her efforts were not 
in vain and I became more interested to learn. It was then that I realised that 
I wanted to be someone like her, a teacher who can lend a hand to struggling 
students. Henceforth, I accepted the Ministry of Education (MOE) Teaching Award 
and graduated from Nanyang Technological University with a Bachelor of Arts 
in Chinese. Now that I have completed my Postgraduate Diploma in Education 
(PGDE), I am closer to my aspiration - to be a teacher that cares and inspires. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

How do you define a good teacher? 
What kind of a teacher would be a 
good teacher? Some would say a 
good teacher is one that is caring and 
encouraging, or knowledgeable. Others 
would say that it is one with the passion 
to teach. To me, I feel that there are 
many attributes to being a good teacher 
and that there is no fixed prototype that 
one has to become or aspire to be. And 
hence, my teaching philosophy is very 
simple, to be the teacher that I myself 
would want to have.

[Kids] don't remember what you try 
to teach them. They remember what 
you are. 
– Henson (2005)

I particularly like the quote because I 
feel that many a times, students forget 
the content you teach in class but they 
remember how you made them feel, 
the way you teach, and who you were. I 
certainly do not remember what Ms Tan 
taught me back then, but I do remember 
how her eyes sparkled when she taught 
and how determined she was to get me 
motivated to learn. 
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1

1: My teaching philosophy
2: The traditional Chinese character ‘聽’

(which means listen). In this character, 
the radical is the character ‘耳’ that 
represents the ear, and on the right, 
the character ‘目’ symbolises the eyes, 
the character ‘一’ symbolises undivided 
attention and at the bottom is the 
character ‘心’ that represents the heart. 

Hence as a teacher, I will listen to the 
students, not just with the ear, but also 
with my eyes to pick up non-verbal 
cues, give the students my undivided 
attention and most importantly, feel it 
with my heart. 

Furthermore, I want to be a teacher that 
students can role model after. When 
a teacher is one that students look up 
to, students tend to remember the 
teacher even after graduation. Teachers 
do not teach just knowledge but they 
impart values too. There are students 

EAR EYES

UNDIVIDED 
ATTENTION

HEART

2

There is a saying that goes “If you 
become a teacher, by your pupils you 
will be taught”. So be a listener, listen 
to what your students have to say. 
Learning is a result of listening, which 
in turn leads to even better listening 
and attentiveness to the other person. 
Listen and pick up clues as to what 
the students want or need. Listen as a 
friend and listen with empathy. I always 
remind myself to be a listener using 
the traditional Chinese character ‘聽’ 
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out there who come from families with 
complicated backgrounds and often lack 
the presence of an adult at home. With 
no role models to look up to at home, the 
only possible adult role models in their 
adolescence would be their teachers. I 
want to be a role model to my students. 

MY TEACHING BELIEFS

As Confucius said, "It does not matter 
how slowly you go as long as you do 
not stop." I cannot agree any more to 
this statement. I strongly believe that 
every individual is capable of learning, 
no matter how fast or slow he or she 
learns. Each individual is unique, and can 
be a shining star on their own. I want 
my students to be empowered to learn 
and be confident learners. I believe that 
there are many paths in life and each will 
lead to different destinations. As long 
as we keep walking, varying our paces 
at times, we will eventually reach our 
desired destination. That is the same for 
my students. I believe in empowering 
my students with the faith that they are 
capable of achieving something in life as 
long as they do not stop learning. 

MY TEACHING JOURNEY AND 
REFLECTIONS

In National Institute of Education (NIE), 
the educational studies modules have 
prepared me mentally for what to 

"As a teacher, I will listen to the students, not just with 

the ear, but also with my eyes to pick up non-verbal 

cues, give the students my undivided attention and 

most importantly, feel it with my heart."

expect from my students. The course 
has helped me to understand why some 
students misbehave and have taught 
me some of the ways in which I can 
handle disciplinary issues. Curriculum 
studies have taught me how to design 
meaningful and interesting lessons and 
they equipped me with the knowledge 
and skills to teach. However, no 
matter how equipped I was and how 
mentally prepared I was, there were 
still challenges that I faced during 
practicum, because the real classroom 
is very different from the microteaching 
sessions in NIE. 

The first week of practicum consisted 
many rounds of observing experienced 
teachers and the way they conducted 
their lessons. Subsequently, as I started 
to teach, it became apparent that I 
was lacking in some areas, especially 
in engaging my learners. I observed 
how the students in the experienced 
teachers’ classes would sit up straight 
and pay their fullest attention. It was 
as though the students had undergone 
military training. However, in my classes, 
students will chat among themselves 
when I am teaching or doodle on their 
textbooks. Hence, when I did reflections 
after my lessons, I realised that 
those were indicators of my students 
being bored and inattentive. My NIE 
professors have always reminded us 
to not fall into the loop where teachers 
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talk non-stop and forgot about being 
student-centric. However, all that slipped 
my mind when I was conducting the 
lesson. I was a student teacher then and 
I was afraid that I might be unable to 
complete the lessons that I had planned. 
I would quickly talk when my students 
were unable to answer my questions, 
not realising that not giving the students 
more waiting time and opportunities to 
speak up, would cause my lessons to 
become teacher-centric. My Cooperating 
Teacher (CT) too, pointed out on several 
occasions that I was being teacher-
centric instead of being student-centric, 
and that I did not scaffold my students’ 
learning. It seemed like there was a 
missing bridge between the content, the 
students and myself. 

I reflected on my practice and decided 
to adopt a different approach that could 
make learning more applicable to the 
students’ daily lives. In NIE, I learned 
that there are 3 main types of learners: 
visual, auditory and kinesthetic. Using 
the prior knowledge I have of the 
students, obtained by getting students 
to fill up survey forms, I know that most 
of the students are visual and kinesthetic 
learners. Hence, I designed a lesson 

that would engage my students. One 
example would be that after completing 
a textbook chapter with the theme 
“The effects of technology on our 
lives”, I wanted my students to reflect 
on this technologically advanced world 
they are living in and think of ways on 
how they can make their lives better 
or more convenient with technology. 
Henceforth, I allowed the students to 
be “little inventors” and got them to 
design and draw products that would 
bring about more convenience to their 
lives.

Another example would be that I 
conducted a lesson where students 
were tasked to find a picture of their 
idols and then write a paragraph about 
their idols incorporating the descriptive 
words learned in that lesson. Although 
most of my students were visual and 
kinesthetic learners, I did not forget 
about the auditory learners. As for the 
auditory learners, I tried to engage and 
interest them by using short video clips 
or songs. By understanding the needs 
of my students and how they learned 
best, I tried to design the lessons 
in a way that would let them see the 
relevance of what they were learning.  

3

3: A sample of student’s work
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During the lesson observation by my 
school’s vice-principal, he feedback to 
me that certain parts of my lesson were 
rushed and I needed to pace my lessons 
more effectively. Upon reflection, 
I felt that I was not stern enough 
and thus wasted time on constantly 
reminding my students to stop talking 
and pay attention. It could also be that 
I overestimated my students’ abilities 
and gave them content that was too 
hard to digest. My CTs advised me to 
be firmer and stricter. For example, 
when a student first misbehaves, the 
student is to be given a verbal warning. 
Give another verbal warning and remind 
the student of the consequences if he 
or she repeats that behaviour. If the 
student misbehaves for the third time, 
reprimand and give the student the 
deserved consequences. 

Another observation was my students 
displaying disruptive behaviour in 
class. Whenever I pose a question, the 
students would shout out irrelevant 
answers or simply answer without 
raising their hands. Was it that I was 
incapable? Was it that I was speaking in 
a monotonous voice? Was it that I was 
boring the students? Or was the content 
too easy? Tens of questions flashed 
through my mind and I felt horrible deep 

down. The disciplinary issues discussed 
during the module on classroom 
management module were just theory. 
It was arduous translating theory into 
practice. The constant support from 
other NIE student teachers, CTs and 
School Coordinating Mentor (SCM) was 
crucial to my reflective journey. The 
exchange of ideas and advice during 
our Focused Conversations (FCs) and 
after lessons, helped me to fine tune 
my teaching practice and deepened my 
knowledge on how to know my learners 
better. 

DEVELOPING GRADUAND 
TEACHER COMPETENCIES 
(GTCS)

I feel that I have come a long way as an 
educator. From over-planning learning 
activities to now being able to design 
lessons that suit my students' learning 
needs, and from boring teacher-centric 
lessons to student-centric lessons, I 
have come to a realisation that it is very 
crucial to reflect and inquire constantly. 
To me, every individual is special in his 
or her own way and there is no "one 
size fits all" approach to teaching. Not all 
students are academically inclined and 
there are students from families that are 
less well off or from more complicated 

"The constant support from other NIE student teachers, 

CTs and School Coordinating Mentor (SCM) was crucial 

to my reflective journey. The exchange of ideas and 

advice during our Focused Conversations (FCs) and after 

lessons, helped me to fine tune my teaching practice 

and deepened my knowledge on how to know my 

learners better."
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family backgrounds. Many a times, 
such students need more guidance 
from the teacher and if the teacher 
does not have faith in them, how would 
the students have the confidence to do 
well? I feel that teachers should be the 
child's biggest fan and supporter in their 
journey to excellence by providing them 
the guidance and encouragement when 
they most need it. Hence, I strongly 
believe in "No child left behind" and 
that everyone can learn in one way or 
another.

As a beginning teacher, I have to learn 
how to manage the class well and 
then complete the tasks designed in 
the lesson plan. Moreover, the time 
allocated for Chinese lessons is very 
limited. There is hardly enough time 
for a beginning teacher to manage the 
class, cover the content in the syllabus 
and to incorporate differentiated 
learning. To overcome this, I will need 
to find time to speak to each and every 
student to find out more about him or 
her. Only by understanding them better, 
will I be better able to manage the class 
(reducing the chances of classroom 
management issues occurring) and have 
more time to carry out differentiated 
learning group work. Because, nurturing 
the whole child would require the 
teacher to believe that all pupils can 
learn and to show care and concern for 
all pupils.

When I was a student myself, I used 
to think that teaching was an easy job. 
How wrong could I be? Teachers have 
to teach, allocate time to speak to the 
students and their families, understand 
the students better, and design 
interesting lessons to suit different 
learners amidst many other tasks. There 
are only 24 hours a day and completing 
all of these tasks would be a challenge. 
This is when the competency of tuning 
into oneself comes in. I feel that it is 
possible to achieve the above as long 
as I am self-disciplined and I do the right 
thing at the right time. Work-life balance 
is very important and I think that having 
this balance keeps the teacher in a 
healthy state of mind. Teaching can 
be stressful and it is important to keep 
time for recuperation every day. 

Furthermore, by taking time to check 
on myself, I can monitor my emotional 
and professional self. I have the passion 
to teach and this passion is like the 
light from a campfire that I need to 
keep burning. Knowing myself and 
monitoring my progress are steps that 
I can take to keep this passion burning.

"By taking time to check on myself, I can monitor my 

emotional and professional self. I have the passion to 

teach and this passion is like the light from a campfire 

that I need to keep burning."
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TWO STEPS FORWARD, ONE STEP 
BACK: A TEACHING CONUNDRUM
Amanda Soo Li Xin, Diploma in Arts (Education) 2015

MY BACKGROUND

Having graduated in 2015 with a Diploma in Art from NAFA (Nanyang Academy 
of Fine Arts) and in 2016 with a Diploma in Education from National Institute 
of Education (NIE), my practicum and permanent posting were both at West 
Spring Secondary School. Shortly after, I returned to NIE and am now pursuing 
a Bachelor of Arts in Art and Drama. 

I have always had a passion for teaching 
and it served to grow only stronger and 
deeper with the course of practicum. 
Even under heavy stress and pressure, 
I understood and recognised the impact 
of my role as an educator - which through 
my continuous effort in fostering strong 
bonds with my students, was to not 
only focus on the importance of good 
curriculum delivery but also on their 
socio-emotional needs. So in my time 
as a student teacher, I sought ways and 
means to identify the qualities I wanted 

to imbue in myself. A way in which I felt 
that I could achieve this, was to reflect 
upon the experiences I had as a student 
with my most memorable teachers, as 
they were the pivotal anchors who have 
shown me the powerful difference it 
makes when there is a caring teacher to 
guide you in your formative years. I also 
had to look inwardly and decipher what 
I would value, as an educator, which 
ultimately was: to fuel a desire to serve 
and actively share knowledge. This 
marked a pathway in both prompting me 

1

1: My teaching philosophy
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to take up teaching as well as served as 
a platform for my mindset as an educator 
to take shape.

It is quite assuredly true that Art is often 
deemed as of lesser importance than 
other subjects. 

However, as part of my teaching 
philosophy, I see Art as a means of:

• Teaching our students to better 
appreciate the beauty of the world 
around them.

• A tool which opens limitless 
opportunities to cultivate character 
values through the subject’s plethora 
of technical, artistic practice and its 
theoretical, curriculum content.

• A mode of self-discovery, personal 
mastery and a good ground to 
develop mastery-oriented learners.

Art is about the ability to critically 
observe the world, to perceive 
and to feel deeply about it. It is an 
investigative and reflective process 
that the budding artist must undergo in 
order to understand the things around 
them, make meaning and discover 
the things within. I want to develop 
students who have the confidence and 
courage to move out of their comfort 
zones, explore new possibilities, view 
the world in different perspectives and 
develop their innate sense of creativity 
without the fear of failure. When 
individuals can express their emotions, 
thoughts and personal responses in 
pictorial form, they are further engaged 
and in-touch with themselves because 
they can exact their intentions clearly in 
a single image. There is a supposition, 

especially in the area of art that “talent” 
is heavily depended upon as a precursor 
to success. This is reflected in how I 
have noticed that students entered the 
classroom with a predisposed judgement 
of what to expect – of themselves, as 
they blur the lines of what they believe 
talent to be. Do they mean to say that 
the degree of their talent they possess 
at the present moment is the one they 
were born with and will retain at that 
level forever or is it actually the “talent” 
they failed to nurture all these years, 
and has stagnated, unless it is worked 
upon for improvement? Most students 
would base their degree of “talent” 
upon previous positive or negative 
experiences in art-making, thereby 
cementing premature beliefs in their 
own capabilities. 

However, I make it a point to share 
with my students that my belief in their 
success with art can be mastered in a 
3-prong approach: Effort, Strategy and 
Practice. They are to enter the classroom 
with an open mind and with a focused 
will in putting in their best effort towards 
the creation of their artwork. This and 
along with an encouraging and equipped 
mentor, we can show our students that 
the realisation of creating art that they 
themselves can appreciate and be proud 
of, is an achievable prospect. 

There are the few who take art to the 
highest levels, to which some may insist 
that this does depend on some degree 
of talent. However, to create art is not 
something that only belongs to the 
creative elites. To me – everyone can 
do art, to differing degrees. Especially 
in foundational education, I do not feel 
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that it is artists that we are trying to 
develop. Art in schools must be the 
vehicle to help us lead our students 
onto a journey of discovering or 
rediscovering abilities they did not 
know they possessed. For example, 
in my bid to move them from a failure-
oriented to a mastery oriented mindset, 
it is important to help them realise that 
every perceived “failure” is but only 
a stepping stone to success. As with 
the learning of any skill, any “mistake” 
made in art-making only pushes them 
closer to honing their techniques as 
well as harnessing the ability to practice 
over and over - signifying mental and 
emotional growth in perseverance and 
determination. Ultimately, they need to 
understand that the process rather than 
the outcome of the final artwork is of 
much greater value and importance. 

This is because; in the end I am not 
looking to groom master artists. 
Instead, more than just instilling 
technical artistic skills, I am interested 
in developing students that encompass 
the 21st Century Competencies, to 
develop the holistic character of my 
students in order to prepare them for 
life beyond school.

CHALLENGES DURING 
PRACTICUM

As a student teacher, the first issue I 
encountered was the difficulties in 
ensuring that there was differentiated 
learning in the classroom. Given 
the short duration of time I had to 
prepare myself for lessons, the 
creation of lesson material to suit 
the majority of the students was my 

primary concern. There was therefore 
a need to take notice of selected 
students who required a different set 
of instructional approaches. These 
students need not necessarily have 
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD), autism or any special, learner-
oriented inhibition. They could simply 
be individuals who are equipped with a 
method of learning which varies from 
the majority and this may come in the 
form of understanding and internalising 
knowledge better kinaesthetically, 
visually or musically. As teachers, 
no matter how strenuous a lesson 
preparation is, we need to ensure that 
we find ways to bring every student in 
the classroom up to the same standing, 
regardless of the disparity in their 
starting points (given each individual’s 
social context and family background).

For example, to draw an object that has 
the texture of fur, Student A may be 
able to use just her observational skills 
to view a 2 Dimensional photograph and 
begin drafting her artwork - whereas 
Student B may require the actual 3 
Dimensional object to feel the tactility 
of the surface before she understands 
how she will render the drawing. 

With this in mind, I made sure to look 
through the students’ works to assess 
their abilities as well as to observe their 
behaviours during lesson. Additionally, 
there was a need for time to be set 
aside in the lesson plan, so that during 
lessons, I could touch base with every 
student and check if they were on the 
right track. This was also an opportunity 
for me to have a one to one moment 
with the child and enquire on their well-
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being in school, and at home. Especially 
in Art, where individuals become self-
conscious and sensitive to the artwork 
they create, the building of rapport 
between student and teacher will 
create an environment that will allow 
them to feel safe, encouraged, driven 
and happy to learn. In moments where 
I felt that the luxury of time did not 
permit, I would group them accordingly 
to their needs to facilitate the learning 
process.

To aid myself during this hectic period 
of stress, having an e-Portfolio was an 
organised way of culminating the best 
lesson resources I had, from lesson 
plans to lesson materials or even 
photographic documentation, depicting 

a range of students’ works with varying 
capabilities. This curated e-Portfolio is a 
powerful resource that not only act as a 
consolidated archiving of our work but is 
also a statement, which informs others 
of the kind of educators we are, our 
passions, where the root of our resolute 
drive stems from, and the expectations 
we have of our students. 

As seen in the above picture, this is a 
screenshot of a blog entry, showing a 
log of the general attitude of a class of 
interest, along with specific, detailed 
observations of particular students. 
The flexibility of the e-Portfolio allows 
me to construct the interface according 
to my needs and compartmentalise 
a section of the site for me to blog 

"This curated e-Portfolio is a powerful resource that not 

only act as a consolidated archiving of our work but is 

also a statement, which informs others of the kind of 

educators we are, our passions, where the root of our 

resolute drive stems from, and the expectations we have 

of our students. "

2: On the e-Portfolio platform, this is an example of a class observation log

2
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"The flexibility of the e-Portfolio allows me to 

construct the interface according to my needs and 

compartmentalise a section of the site for me to blog 

observational notes on the progress of my students 

during classes."

"While we can use the site as a means to archive work 

or to improve the quality of classroom learning, it can 

also be an easy platform to use in order to develop our 

teacher identity and inquire into our teaching practice."

observational notes on the progress of 
my students during classes. This was 
useful in allowing me to look back and 
analyse the ways in which I could further 
improve upon what had been executed 
in the classroom.

The second issue I faced as a student 
teacher was to learn to dissociate 
the negative, outward, behavioural 
manifestations of a child from their 
true, inward character. There were 
some instances where I had to manage 
students who were resistant towards 
doing their work or who had exhibited 
poor behaviour. It certainly was not 
easy and there were a few moments on 
hindsight, where I felt that I could have 
handled the situation better. In classroom 
management, the raising of our voices 
may help to quell ill behaviour, but only 
momentarily. We must first adopt an 
understanding that our students may 
not have yet mastered the ability to 
handle their own emotions. While there 
is a possibility that the ill behaviour of 
students may be due to the make-up of 
their social groups, there are instances 

where students whom I have had good 
rapport with, inexplicably behave poorly. 
It was not only till later that the student 
came forth to apologise and explain 
that an incident at home had put her in 
a bad mood. This truly made me reflect 
on how I could have made a bad call, 
had I decided to assert a harsher form 
of reprehension when the confrontation 
happened, without first choosing to gain 
an understanding of what might have 
triggered the student’s behaviour.

While we can use the site as a means 
to archive work or to improve the quality 
of classroom learning, it can also be an 
easy platform to use in order to develop 
our teacher identity and inquire into our 
teaching practice. There was a period 
of time when I uploaded occasional, 
reflective journal entries, which I felt, 
was useful in charting my progress and 
growth as a student teacher. However, I 
have realised that this only works if there 
is consistent effort made in reflecting. 
Therefore, we need to constantly update 
the site as our teaching philosophy 
undergoes changes and shifts along 
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this journey. If the logging in of weekly 
or periodic reflective entries can be 
fostered into becoming habits, the 
practice of articulating our ideas and 
thought processes will surely put us 
well on the way to refining our individual 
mission and vision as educators, while 
we chronicle our journey in teaching.

BEING A REFLECTIVE 
PRACTITIONER

quality of the lesson:

Knowledge of Context
1. What were some of the unforeseen 

things that happened during the 
lesson? Were they covered in the 
lesson plan? Were they positive or 
negative? What did I do to overcome 
them? 

2. Were there clusters of talkative 
students? Is it possible to alter the 
seating arrangements to improve 
learning? 

3. Is the physical environment optimum 
for classroom learning? Are there 
things that need to be added or 
removed to decrease distraction or 
promote concentration? 

4. Is the aid of technology helpful and 
physical demonstration (show and 
tell) efficient? 

In this area, I focused on the context 
that would influence the lesson 
outcomes. For example, if the combined 
or selective use of technologies, lesson 
props, or class demonstrations, was 
aiding in their comprehension of the 
knowledge taught, or if a broader 
use of Information Technologies (IT) 
would better engage the students for 
a fully immersive learning experience. 
Additionally, thinking about the quality of 
the learning environment best suited for 
the teaching of the topic or the flexibility 
of my classroom management can help 
facilitate a better lesson. 

Knowledge of Teaching and Learning
1. How well did the students assimilate 

the new content? 
2. Did they engage well? 
3. Did they enjoy the lesson?

In terms of being a reflective 
practitioner, the Reflective Practice 
Model helps to scaffold the analysis 
towards what works and what does 
not, in the classroom. Upon the 
completion of every lesson, I analysed 
the positive and negative aspects that 
presented themselves during the time 
spent delivering the curriculum or 
whilst touching base with the students. 
With reference to the Reflective 
Practice Model, I placed emphasis on 
the following 3 areas, coming up with 
questions that would help me decipher 
the ways in which I can improve the 

3

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What Happened?)

Knowledge 
of Content

Filtering System
(beliefs / feelings)

Knowledge of 
Students

Knowledge 
of Self

Knowledge of 
Teaching and 

Learning

Knowledge 
of Schools 

and 
Societal 

Contexts

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What happened?)

Planning
(So what?)

Reflecting
(Why?)

3: The Reflective Practice Model. Adapted from 
Langer, Colton, and Goff (2003) and York-Barr, 
Sommers, Ghere, and Montie (2006)
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4. How well did the students answer 
the questions? Did I get quality 
answers? Were the students 
proactively answering questions? If 
they answered incorrectly, did I take 
care not to put them down or sound 
harsh and deter them from asking 
questions again? 

5. Were they asking questions that 
were relevant? Did I answer their 
questions well? 

6. How did the students take to the new 
learning aid? Was the instructional 
video too fast or too dim for them 
to catch? Is there another approach 
I can adopt to develop a better lesson 
resource that is more suited for the 
topic or students? 

As teachers it is important to step back 
and check if my pacing of the lesson 
is at a level that is comfortable for the 
students. This is where I look to see 
if there is additional knowledge I can 
include to value-add to the learning of 
my students, and if there is lee-way to 
stretch their capabilities further.

Knowledge of Students
1. How was their mood when I first 

stepped in? Are they always tired 
during lesson? (Could it be because 
of the afternoon heat or is it the last 
period of the day?) What can I do to 
improve this? 

2. Were there any absentees today? 
What were their reasons for being 
absent? 

3. Did I learn something new about at 
least two students? 

4. Are there any instances of bullying, 
taunting or problems between the 
students? 

5. Am I putting in enough effort to build 
rapport with them? Could I have 
engaged them better? What are the 
topics that students are interested in 
lately? Did I manage to interest them 
with something new, outside of the 
curriculum?

6. For the students who need further 
help in their artworks, have I arranged 
a time to meet them after school to 
give them additional guidance? 

7. How is the general feel of the 
standard so far in the class? Are they 
doing well? Can I push and challenge 
them further? Are they doing poorly? 
What additional lesson resources 
and activities can I incorporate to 
better scaffold their learning.

After gaining an understanding of 
the students in class, it is important 
to establish good rapport with every 
student so that I can assess not only 
if further help is required to tailor the 
lesson according to their learning 
capabilities but also if they are coping 
well (socially or financially) at home and 
in school. 

FOCUSED CONVERSATIONS 
(FCS) WITH THE 
COOPERATING TEACHER (CT) 
AND SCHOOL COORDINATING 
MENTOR (SCM)

In line with being reflective practitioners 
for self-improvement, it is also 
necessary to understand ourselves 
through the eyes of our CT, SCM, NIE 
Supervisor (NIES) and colleagues. 

The FCs during practicum are a 
beneficial feature that helps us 
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articulate, organise and concretise the 
things we have learnt along the way. 
Teaching is not easy and especially since 
practicum is such a compact and high-
stress period of growth, it is helpful to 
gain the insights of others in order to 
aid us in aligning our teaching beliefs 
and structuring our teaching identities. 
After all, if we demand our students 
to maintain open mindsets in order to 
accept feedback and improve, should 
we not role model and do the same! 
Just like it is being illustrated in one 

of the areas in our Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTCs), “Working in 
Teams”, we should not see ourselves 
as individuals but as a team, working 
together for the benefit of our students. 
During FCs, we not only shared our 
own learning experiences but had the 
opportunity to listen in to our colleagues 
delivering their presentations as well. I 
feel that it is in these dialogical moments 
that we can learn from one another and 
perhaps, even look out for possibilities 
to work together in the future and add 

4

5
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6

7

4: Online video resources were created to 
supplement learning
5: Developing a Questioning Framework with a 
scaffolded series of questions to help students 
construct their artistic composition
6: Employing the appropriate use of gamification in 
class helps engage students in the learning process, 
through a fun and experiential way
7: Encouraging higher order thinking and team 
building with real objects and environments

to the curriculum by adopting a multi-
modal approach. 

These FCs allowed me to share the 
measures I had put in place, pertaining 
to the creation of lesson resources in 
accordance to the different topics taught 
or from the needs of the students. 
With reference to the pictures shown 
in this chapter, some of the resources 
I developed included step-by-step 
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instructional videos for students who 
were having difficulties in assembling 
their 3 Dimensional Art pieces as well 
as a questioning framework to aid 
students in the creation of their artistic 
composition. As I gained feedback 
from my colleagues, CT and SCM, I 
was able to make improvements to my 
own lesson resources. For example, I 
thought that the students would be able 
to learn how to draw one and two point 
perspective drawings through a video 
demonstration that I had recorded. 
However, my CT pointed out that the 
video was too fast and too dim for the 
students to catch the steps. Therefore, 
I created a step-by-step PowerPoint 
which was much clearer and easier for 
not only the students but also for me, 
to teach the steps of the drawing at a 
pace that is comfortable for different 
sets of students with varying learning 
speeds.

To challenge and loosen up lateral 
thinking in our students, more effort 
is required on the part of the teachers 
to inject new ways of triggering our 
students to extract and uncover the 
knowledge we intend to teach. This 
is one of the GTCs, in the area of 
“Cultivating Knowledge: with creative 
teaching”, I had attempted to do 
during practicum. As facilitators of the 
students’ creativity, there is the option 
of using games to sustain interest while 
also using it as a tool to contribute 
to effective knowledge building – 
ultimately triggering the creation of 
new thought processes. Gamification 
in the classroom encourages problem 
solving, higher order thinking, and 
team building while using real objects 

and environments allows students 
to incorporate real world context into 
their learning. This reinforces not only 
the learning of knowledge but also the 
students’ social and affective domains. 
Being cognizant that not all students 
learn well from didactic teaching with 
intermittent question and answers, 
we can explore alternative pedagogies 
such as gamification. This teaching 
approach will allow the teachers to 
engage kinaesthetic learners and at 
the same time, capitalise more on an 
engaging method of knowledge inquiry.

CONCLUSION

My time in NIE has equipped me with 
the necessary knowledge for practicum 
but it is truly the experiences in the 
classroom, in the heat of things, where 
the real work begins. Indeed, in the 
flurry of work, it is easy to lose sight and 
control over the common goal we share 
- to bring up a generation of confident 
and well-equipped students who are 
capable in the real world. In my periods 
of pressure as a beginning teacher, my 
greatest takeaway is that what we do 
as teachers and the impact we make 
or don’t make, will inevitably entwine 
itself into the child’s future. When I 
remind myself of this, it brings about 
a renewed sense of drive and passion 
which helps me focus my energy and 
efforts back to the people that are the 
centre of my cause: my students.
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WISDOM AND LOVE
Sophia Lo Sing Hui, PGDE Primary 2015

BACKGROUND

Interestingly, my parents derived my brother’s and my name from the word: 
Philosophy. I am Sophia, and my brother’s name is Philo. 

In Greek, Sophia means wisdom and Philo means love. As such, wisdom and 
love are the values I hold onto dearly since young and with that, my teaching 
philosophy is to transform lives through wisdom and love.

Coupled with a phrase that struck me 
from the Ministry of Education (MOE) 
Work Plan Seminar 2015 “Children have 
beautiful dreams, let’s help them achieve 
together” and my favourite Walt Disney 
quote “If you can dream it, you can do 
it”, I am inspired to help children see the 
valuable opportunity of education and 

empower them with vision, values and 
skills, to help them find their purpose in 
life, and to transform them to the best 
that they can be, in view of their role in 
the society and of the world.

WHY HELP CHILDREN SEE THE 
VALUABLE OPPORTUNITY OF 
EDUCATION?

Having grown up in Indonesia for the 
first ten years of my life, I have been 
blessed with the opportunity to go to 
school. However, I have also witnessed 
my peers who had to sell colourful 
popsicles outside the school gate. I 
would never forget the longing eyes 
they had on my schoolbag and books. 
As such, from young, I have learnt to 
cherish the opportunity to go to school. 

1

1: Teaching Philosophy (Excerpt from e-Portfolio)

"The thought process of using the e-Portfolio as a 

channel in deriving my personal teaching philosophy 

was a rigorous one. It challenged and questioned me to 

make a decision on what I think and feel truly matters as 

I start embarking on this journey as a teacher."
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So now, as a teacher, I would like my 
students to above all, cherish and 
treasure the valuable opportunity of 
education and that it is not to be taken 
for granted. 

The thought process of using the 
e-Portfolio as a channel in deriving 
my personal teaching philosophy 
was a rigorous one. It challenged and 
questioned me to make a decision on 
what I think and feel truly matters as 
I start embarking on this journey as a 
teacher. Amidst the myriad of promising 
outcomes education strives to fulfil, I 
had to decide on what I would set myself 
to focus on at the start and the tension 
triggered me to also think of actionable 
ways to realise the 'philosophy'. It was 
a good disequilibrium moment for me, 
as it helped directed my goals to: 

1. Create a second home in the 
classroom. 

2. Develop responsible learning 
through discipline with dignity.

3. Create opportunities to maximise 
learning.

WISDOM: REFLECT AND 
GROW

The first class writing with my English 
class was to write a diary entry on 
their trip to the Singapore Science 
Centre. Although we achieved the 
learning objective of completing the 
diary entry, from the feedback of the 
students’ expressions and low level 
of engagement, I gathered that they 
did not enjoy the lesson. My English 
Cooperating Teacher (CT) shared that 
I would need to motivate the students 

for a more robust discussion and 
greater ownership in the class writing. I 
also knew that they had the potential to 
do better and for that to happen, I have 
to do better myself first!

I had to reflect on how to make the 
next class writing a more meaningful 
and better learning experience. With 
reference to Kounin’s Instructional 
Management (1970), I had to improve 
withitness and group alerting – how to 
be more aware of students’ off-task 
behaviours and how to engage the 

2

2: First class writing experience on diary entry to 
the Singapore Science Centre
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class while eliciting students’ individual 
responses. I had also employed 
autonomy from the Self-determination 
Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) which 
states that basic psychological need 
satisfaction is assumed to represent 
the underlying motivational mechanism 
that energises and directs people’s 
behaviour. For the next lesson on 
writing a class procedural text on how 
to make ice cream, I had given the 
class the choice to either watch a video 
of ice cream making or to make ice 
cream and experience it as a class. The 
latter was the consensus. In this case, 
the students’ inherent desire to feel 
volitional and to experience a sense 
of choice and psychological freedom 

3: Ice cream making experience in class before writing procedural text
4: Planning and reflection tools to enhance students’ class writing experience

during the activity was satisfied, hence 
it helped them progress from lower 
levels of motivation to higher levels 
of motivation. Through making ice 
cream as a class, there was greater 
empowerment, the students were 
engaged and learnt through experience. 
I had also added in other elements for 
the class writing such as big reference 
boards, group concept map sessions 
and an exit card for the students to 
practise their reflective skills on their 
contribution to the class and to the 
group. 

As such, as I reflect and grow, the 
students too, reflect and grow in my 
lessons alongside with me.

3 4
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"Aside from being the guardian of my teaching 

philosophy, it was a battleground for my thought 

processes and ideas during both reflections and 

executions to help me adapt in becoming a better 

teacher with each lesson."

with my Mathematics CT, recorded 
in the e-Portfolio, the profile of my 
Mathematics class is one of middle 
to low ability whereby some of the 
students are uncomfortable with 
Mathematics and give up easily when 
faced with more challenging concepts. 
There was also one particular student 
who disliked the subject very much. 

However, they are audio, kinesthetic 
and highly visual learners. As such, 
I tapped on their profile and learning 
styles to include the thematic approach 
in my teaching. 

The various themes motivated them and 
they looked forward to Mathematics 
lessons. The Spiderman theme was for 
the lesson on the multiplication of 8 (as 
spider has 8 legs!) and I challenged them 
to uncode the mystery - responsibility, 
which was also the school’s value. So, 

WISDOM: ADAPT AND EXCITE

As I teach, through the inquiry process, 
I learn to adapt my lessons to cater 
to the needs of the students so that I 
can excite and inspire them to have 
the desire and motivation to learn. 
The e-Portfolio has been a valuable 
companion in my journey of interlocking 
wisdom and love in my teaching. Aside 
from being the guardian of my teaching 
philosophy, it was a battleground for 
my thought processes and ideas during 
both reflections and executions to help 
me adapt in becoming a better teacher 
with each lesson. The use of e-Portfolio 
further helped me align the theory learnt 
from National Institute of Education 
(NIE) to the reality of the students and 
their learning environment.  

From my personal observations 
and Focused Conversations (FCs) 

5: Student’s negative comment on his Mathematics worksheets

5
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just like Spiderman, “with great power 
comes great responsibility”, I took the 
opportunity to inspire the students 
to be responsible in mastering the 
concept of multiplication. For the lesson 
on long division, I adapted the movie 
“Despicable Me!” to “Divisible Me!”. I 
had also composed a division jingle with 
actions and included the four characters 
from the movie to highlight the four 
main steps of long division. 

Upon mastery of the multiplication and 
long division concepts, I awarded each 
student a certification of completion 
as an affirmation of competence with 
reference to Self-determination Theory 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000) and to emphasise 
Mastery Goal Orientation (Schunk, 
Pintrinch, & Meece, 2010) on the belief 
in effort as a key to success and personal 
improvement. I had also used the 
opportunity to nurture life-long learning 

in the students and help them see how 
division and multiplication basic facts are 
applicable to life – with the immediate 
reference to buying three of their all-
time favourite seaweed chicken that 
costs $0.40 each during recess time!

WISDOM: “WHY AM I 
LEARNING THIS?”

A question many students will ask, 
and with that I ask myself, “Why am 

7

6

6: Theme driven Mathematics lessons to suit students’ learning profile
7: Certificate to affirm students’ competence
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"I find a great sense of fulfillment in incorporating real 

world context, real life applications as well as interests of the 

students in my lessons, whenever the opportunity arises."

I teaching this?” With the help of the 
Reflective Practice Model, specifically 
on the three domains of “knowledge 
of self”, “knowledge of students” and 
“knowledge of schools and societal 
contexts”, I was stretched and pushed 
to delve deep into the Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTCs) in nurturing 
the whole child. With that, the focus 
on “nurturing the whole child” has 
also become the very blueprint of my 
lesson plans. Though time-consuming, 
at times nerve-wrecking (as you run 
out of ideas!), and heart-wrenching 
(when students do not initially respond 
to your ideas the way you hoped them 
to), I find a great sense of fulfillment in 
incorporating real world context, real 
life applications as well as interests of 
the students in my lessons, whenever 
the opportunity arises. It is important 
for the students to have the sense of 
relatedness of what they are learning to 
the real world and life.

Keeping that in mind, the Katong 
Heritage Trail was an activity that I 
had designed for students to write 
instructions from school to the different 
heritage sites around their school using 
time connectives. The idea spurred from 
students’ feedback through Exit Cards 
from previous group activities where 
they stated that they enjoy experiential 
learning (through making ice cream) and 
would like to have more group activities 
to monitor their personal improvement 
in their group contribution. With that 

focus, I had incorporated cooperative 
learning strategy by Vygotsky (1986) 
as well in the activity so that the more 
knowledgeable others were able to help 
the weaker students, promote their 
sense of belonging and connectedness 
within the group. 

I had also grabbed hold of the 
opportunity when the solar eclipse 
happened in Singapore at 8.23am 
on the 9th of March 2016. Riding on 
the students’ excitement, I allowed 
them to catch a quick glimpse of the 
phenomena, with the element of care 
of reminding them not to stare at it as 
that would be detrimental to their eyes. 

8

8: Katong Heritage exercise to promote cooperative 
learning strategy
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Although it was an English lesson, I had 
also challenged them to explore the 
Science behind the formation and got 
them to reflect on the experience. One 
student shared that it was meaningful 
to have the lesson on the phenomena at 
the exact time of occurrence.

During one of the class discussions 
on their favourite sports, I concluded 
through their animated responses that 
football is one of the sports that majority 
of the students like very much. Cloze 
passage, on the other hand, is not the 
favourite of many. As such, I had used 
the story of Lionel Messi in overcoming 
his growth hormone problem to become 
an accomplished football player, to 
inspire the students that impossible is 

nothing and to overcome their lack of 
confidence in cloze passages.

I would also use opportunities such 
as sentence construction exercises 
to understand my students better in 
terms of their thoughts and well-being 
and made use of these teachable 
moments. For instance, a student 
wrote the sentence: Worry is always 
an obstacle in exams as you might be 
careless. From this student’s work, 
I took the opportunity to encourage 
him to be more confident by leaving a 
personal note of encouragement on his 
worksheet and further encouraging him 
to speak up more confidently in class 
without having to worry about giving 
the perfect answer.

9

9: Experiential learning during Solar Eclipse in Singapore
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LOVE: “EVERY CHILD 
MATTERS”

In 2015, Minister Heng Swee Kiat said, 
“every child matters”. Because every 
child matters, to me, it is of utmost 
importance to create a safe, learning 
environment for the students. 

To ensure a safe learning environment, 
I would handle incorrect answers given 
by students with great sensitivity and 
care so that they are assured that it is 

all right to make mistakes in class and 
they would then strive to try even better 
the next time. I would also resolve 
behavioural issues such as conflicts 
in a positive manner to maintain the 
relatedness that students need in class 
and to help them see the beauty behind 
any issues that surface. 

The students know when they matter 
to you. The opportunities for one-to-
one interactions with students became 
a platform for me to strive towards 

10

11

10: Inspiring students through the biography of Lionel Messi

11: Instilling confidence in a student through his work
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1. Master the content well.
2. Make learning alive.
3. Be adaptable.
4. Persevere and don’t lose sight!

Amidst this journey of self-discovery, 
I know that I am never alone. ‘Family’ 
was the word I have used to begin my 
FC1 with, as I had been blessed with a 
fruitful ten months of contract teaching 
in Tanjong Katong Primary School prior 
to NIE. Now, the concept of 'family' has 
been extended to the NIE friends I have 
made, NIE lecturers and tutors, CTs, 
mentors and colleagues whom I can 
call on for 'SOS' whenever the ride gets 
bumpy, and whom I can share the joy of 
teaching moments. 

At the core of it all, “Love never fails” 
– 1st Corinthians 13:8. 

In my life, I have been given a lot, and 
with love as the main driving force, now 
is the time to give back as a teacher. It is 
both a blessing and honour to be part of 
the teaching fraternity.

the GTCs of winning hearts and minds. 
Two students have greatly impacted me 
during my practicum journey. 

Student A loves football yet is weak 
in certain concepts in Mathematics. I 
was there at the same time as him to 
support the school’s football nationals 
as his brother was playing for the 
school. Knowing his passion for football, 
I motivated, challenged and inspired 
him to see the parallel in doing a 
Mathematics equation as scoring a goal 
in football. There has got to be tactics, 
training and courage to score. On my last 
day of practicum, he actually challenged 
himself to a 5 digit by 1 digit long division 
which was beyond the syllabus with a 
huge smile on his face and showed me 
that he could do it! That was a rewarding 
experience for me and I believe that he 
has fulfilled the basic psychological need 
of competence in that very moment. 
Indeed, every child is gifted, they just 
unwrap their packages at different times.

Student B has special needs, hence I 
made the effort to build rapport with 
him through following up with him on 
his March holidays activities as well 
as acknowledging his attention to 
details during class. Slowly, with such 
interactions, the barrier eased and it 
became much easier to encourage him 
to participate in group activities. Many a 
time, the students have taught me more 
in the journey of teaching.
 
LOVE: SOURCE OF 
MOTIVATION

NIE and practicum have taught me the 
following significant learnings:
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MAKING SENSE OUT OF NON-SENSE
Nur Fadhillah Binte Musa, Diploma in Education (Primary) 2014

WHERE IT ALL BEGAN

I had once asked my mother, “What was my ambition when I was a young 
child?” She animatedly explained how I used to pester her to purchase a small 
whiteboard and a marker. I would play-pretend to have imaginary students and 
taught ‘my students’ all sorts of lessons. I was about five years old then. 

That ambition stayed with me. Thankfully, 
I am no longer standing in front of 
imaginary students, rather, faces full of 
life and enthusiasm greeting me. 

Throughout my journey in National 
Institute of Education (NIE), we were 
often asked, “Why teach?”  It would 
take me a few seconds before I would 
excitedly share my various encounters 
with teachers who have made a 
difference. My journey throughout my 
formal education in Singapore was never 
short of nurturing educators. Truthfully, 
the wonderful teachers I was blessed 
with had empowered me to join the 
service. Almost all of them would agree 
that teaching is a challenging career. 
Nonetheless, they also resounded in 
how their career is truly fulfilling. 

MAKING SENSE OUT OF NON-
SENSE

From the very first semester in NIE, in the 
module - Teaching and Managing Learners 
at Primary Level, my classmates and I 
had to craft our teaching philosophies. 
It dawned upon me that NIE takes great 
pride and effort to groom their student 
teachers to become effective educators. 

The four semesters in NIE strengthened 
my belief in two aspects. First, the 
importance of treating each and every 
pupil as an individual. Second, the pivotal 
role of teachers in providing a safe 
learning environment for their pupils. 
These two beliefs resonated with my 
teaching philosophy. I strongly believe 
that the role of a teacher is to accept the 
uniqueness of each child and allow each 
of them to be stretched holistically, in a 
positive and nurturing environment.

Constantly being in front of a group of 
30-odd pupils could be daunting to some. 
In fact, it would be convenient to treat 
the pupils homogenously. However, 
the experience grasped through theory 
and practice has taught me that each 
and every child seated in a classroom is 
unique. With that, they have to be given 
the full right to grow and develop to their 
maximum capabilities; a journey every 
teacher has to embark with their pupils 
and the other stakeholders. Primarily, 
the child is at the centre of the learning 
process.

The PETALS Framework, developed by 
the Ministry of Education (MOE), includes 
providing a safe learning environment as 
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one of the factors involved in effective 
teaching and learning. I could not agree 
less to this point. In fact, a lecturer in NIE 
had once shared that his own experience 
in teaching taught him the importance 
of ‘Making Sense out of Non-sense’. 
The basis of this statement is to value 
each child’s contribution in the learning 
process so as to develop an inclusive 
classroom. Acknowledging the pupils’ 
contribution would encourage active 
participation, where no one feels 
threatened. This environment provides 
full support for the pupils to gain the 
most out of every lesson.

THE LONG-AWAITED 
PRACTICUM

Practicum would always be a worry for 
most student teachers. Some would 
categorise it as a make it or break it phase. 
However, one key takeaway that I gained 

from both of my teaching practices is 
you are not alone in this process. The 
support from the NIE Supervisor (NIES), 
Cooperating Teachers (CTs), School 
Coordinating Mentor (SCM) and fellow 
NIE lecturers are pillars provided to every 
student teacher.

In both of my teaching practices, I was 
posted to the same school. I was assigned 
to teach three levels – Primary 3, Primary 
4 and Primary 5. My main CT, Mdm Nur 
Arafah, was one who constantly guided 
and groomed me into realising my own 
potential as a teacher.

LEARNING, RELEARNING AND 
UNLEARNING

Personally, the crux of practicum was 
to reflect and improve. Reflection is a 
platform for self-critique, a process where 
I felt strongly for. During practicum, 
my daily practice was simple. I would 
execute the lessons as per the lesson 
plans worked on together with my CT, 
consult her after the lesson and finally, 
reflect upon my teaching for the day. It 
was a strenuous process but fulfilling 
nonetheless. Doing daily reflections 
gave me a sense of responsibility for my 
own learning process. The usage of the 
e-Portfolio platform aids me in keeping 
track of my personal growth as a student 
teacher.

"Personally, the crux of practicum was to reflect and 

improve. Reflection is a platform for self-critique, 

a process where I felt strongly for and doing daily 

reflections gave me a sense of responsibility for my own 

learning process." 

1

1: Coincidentally clad in matching colours with my 
main CT, Mdm Nur Arafah
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2

2: Guiding questions given for the daily reflections 
of every lesson

The experience gained during my 
teaching practicums would always be 
etched into my mind. While the students 
that I taught were of mixed abilities and 
at different levels of proficiencies in the 
Malay Language, I made it a point to take 
these factors into account when planning 
and preparing for my lessons. Through 
this process, I learnt the importance of 
learning, relearning and unlearning. By 
giving me the opportunity to link theory to 
practice, practicum taught the pivotal skill 
of catering to the needs of every student. 
For example, after each lesson, my CT 
would advise me on at least one area that 
I could improve on. I would then work 
on the specific area and implement the 
necessary changes on the next lesson. 
The constant feedback gained permitted 
me to fully understand the ways to apply 

the right strategies to best fit my pupils’ 
learning profiles.  

As a student teacher, there were many 
times where I had sought help in 
order to apply theoretical knowledge 
effectively into my lessons. This called 
for the importance of staying focused, 
yet flexible, in order to conduct lessons 
well. With the prior advice given by my 
NIES, Mr Abdul Rahman, I conducted a 
questionnaire for my students in order to 
find out their learning styles. This helped 
me tremendously in deciding the most 
appropriate activities that would help my 
students in their learning processes. This 
also made me aware of the importance 
of collecting data to inform me of the 
refinements I need to make for my 
classes.

CONTINUOUS LEARNING AND 
IMPROVEMENT

As my practicum school had adopted 
Co-operative Learning as the main 
pedagogical approach, I seized every 
opportunity to learn and experiment all the 
different structures in my lesson planning 
and preparation. My strategy was to ask 
relevant and pointed questions and then 
apply what was learnt into practice in 
the classroom. This process included 
talking cordially to different colleagues 
who taught various subjects and levels. 
It was through this process that I gained 
wonderful personal insights to the 
varied ways of conducting Co-operative 
Learning strategies in classrooms. 

"Through this process, I learnt the importance of 

learning, relearning and unlearning." 
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Practicum had also provided me with 
various opportunities outside of the 
classroom. As a keen participant in 
life-long and continuous learning, I 
expressed interest in learning how 
schools were run administratively and 
professionally. I sought permission from 
different Co-Curricular Activities (CCAs) 
teachers-in-charge to learn more about 
the organisational aspects, the student 
selection criteria and other related 
issues in the conduct of the CCAs.  
Notwithstanding the fact that I was not 
compelled to be assigned with form-
teachership, I ardently sat in and assisted 
my CT’s class willingly, hoping to have a 
closer look at the conduct of the life-skills 
programmes.

STEPPING OUT OF MY 
COMFORT ZONE

To cater to my students’ learning 
styles, most of whom were visual and 
kinesthetic learners, I incorporated many 
videos and pictures to illustrate my 

3

4

3: My notes on the CCA that I observed
4: Screengrab of My First Powtoon Video

lessons. However, on one particular day, I 
was approached by Mdm Nur Arafah who 
casually asked, “Would you like to try 
making your own educational videos?” 
Initially, I stumbled upon her question 
and thought of the many hours that I 
would have to invest in order to produce 
my own clips, rather than to conveniently 
take them from the Internet. 

However, I thought that this would be 
the best time to step out of my comfort 
zone. Information and Communications 
Technologies (ICT) had never been a 
particular strength of mine. However, 
through the module - ICT for Meaningful 
Learning, I refreshed my memory of 
using the Powtoon website to produce 
short educational clips. These clips 
were imbued into my lessons as a 
reinforcement tool for the topics taught. 
The personalised videos excited my 
students. The warm smile illustrated by 
my CT afterwards reaffirmed my self-
confidence in honing new skills that 
would equip me better as a teacher. This 
experience also proved to me that a rich 
learning experience would delight and 
empower my students to become avid 
learners.
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NO MAN IS AN ISLAND

Besides the holistic learning 
environment that NIE provides with, 
I am constantly thankful for the 
classmates that I now call friends. 
Throughout the whole practicum 
journey, we provided both emotional 
and physical help to one another. We 
created positive interdependence 
among ourselves by sharing resources 
and ideas. Truly, through this platform, 
we motivated one another to try out 
different strategies that made us grow 
into competent teachers. 

THE VALUE OF GRATITUDE

All in all, practicum is definitely an 
important milestone for every student 

5: My fellow comrades who provided both emotional and physical support

teacher, en route to becoming an 
effective and full-fledged educator. 
On my very last day in my practicum 
school, I was overwhelmed with a 
myriad of emotions. The close-knitted 
camaraderie in the department and 
school taught me great lessons. One of 
which was that teaching is a fraternity 
where support is available all around. 
Be that as it may, the principal of my 
practicum school delightfully reminded 
me of the importance of gratitude and 
that being humble and open-minded 
are traits that would become an asset 
to both you and I.  

My experience would have been void if 
not for the mentors who moulded me 
into who I am today. My journey in the 
teaching world has just begun.

5
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PPI: A JC BEGINNING TEACHER'S 
PERSPECTIVE
Ang Kok Wah Stanley, PGDE Junior College 2014

BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION

My teaching journey began when I participated in the inaugural Teaching 
Internship Programme in 2008. The experience at Commonwealth Secondary 
School, where I was fortunate to have been given the opportunity to teach 
across the spectrum of academic streams from Normal (Technical) to Express, 
gave me a realistic picture of the expectations of a school teacher and pushed 
me to take up the Overseas Merit Scholarship (Teaching).

It was also then when I had a nascent 
understanding of reflective practice and 
its importance. My Principal Mrs Teo 
Khin Hiang and teacher-mentor Mrs 
Chloe Png often took time out from their 
busy schedules to observe my lessons, 
talk about my weekly reflections and to 
generously provide invaluable guidance 
on how to improve my practice. Without 
their strong support, I definitely would 
not have grown as much during that 
short period.

After completing my studies and 
National Service, I had the opportunity to 
be posted to Jurong Junior College (JJC) 
before embarking on my Postgraduate 
Diploma in Education (PGDE) Junior 
College (JC) course at National Institute 
of Education (NIE). It was useful to 
have had a recent classroom teaching 
experience as a background context 
for understanding the various lessons 
on pedagogy and educational theories. 
Again, I was shown the importance of 
mentorship as my Principal Ms Tay Lai 
Ling and School Coordinating Mentor 

(SCM) Mdm Azah often checked in on 
my learning – they made sure that my 
teaching practice did not stagnate as 
a mere routine, but took the form of a 
dynamic improving craft that was honed 
through constant learning and growth 
that translated into greater effectiveness 
in the classroom.

I continue to take forward with me 
these lessons distilled with the helpful 
guidance of my mentors, and hope to 
share a few of these lessons in this 
chapter.

I had always jotted down my beliefs 
about teaching and my reflections on my 
various teaching experiences, but they 
were never all in the same place nor 
crystallised into a teaching philosophy 
until I was at NIE. The Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) course served 
as an excellent platform that taught me 
more about practitioner inquiry and gave 
me the much needed time and space 
to dive deep and think hard about my 
fundamental beliefs as an educator. The 
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result of this process was a teaching 
philosophy that is articulated as the 
statement: “Learning is about MEE!”

I chanced across the above picture 
set next to my teaching philosophy 
statement on my e-Portfolio page 
while looking through articles on the 
latest developments in Singapore’s 
educational landscape. It shows a 
group of young children raising their 
hands enthusiastically, with all of them 
seemingly saying “Me! Me!”; I imagine 
them to be fighting to answer a question 
raised by the teacher in class. Such a 
scene seemed to be commonplace in 
lower primary classrooms, but got much 
less common as students progressed 
through the education system. To 
me, the picture perfectly captures the 
pure joy of learning and the heartfelt 
enjoyment of the fun intellectual pursuits 
can bring – it was a scene that I hoped to 
bring to my JC classrooms.

Once this thought sunk in, my teaching 
philosophy practically wrote itself. 

“Learning is about MEE!” is a student’s 
cry since education should be student-
centric – their learning is at the heart of 
our profession’s endeavour. MEE itself 
is an acronym:

• M for Meaningful: Learning should 
be meaningful to the student. 
This means that the teacher must 
engender a deep, genuine connection 
with the subject matter and perhaps 
more importantly with the skills that 
we seek to develop in students.

• E for Engagement: Engagement 
with students is key, and this 
requires their active involvement 
instead of it being a one-way transfer 
of information from teacher to 
student. Engagement also means 
that learning should be a fun process 
that students enjoy and develop 
a life-long love for. I hope to see 
students continuing their study of 
Economics at Institutes of Higher 
Learning, instead of doing well for 
the subject at A-Level but deciding 
not to have anything to do with it in 

1: My e-Portfolio Teaching Philosophy Page 

1
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the future because they loathed the 
painful process. 

• E for Experience: Learning should 
be viewed as a process rather than 
as a product; more often than not, 
the “amount” of learning is judged 
by narrow assessment methods and 
this compromises the true value of 
the educational experience. A JC 
student passes through the hands 
of many educators throughout his 
or her 12-year journey through 
the education system – his or her 
experience of the learning process 
has serious implications on whether 
learning continues after he or she 
leaves the system into the working 
world. Students must find value in 
this experience, and indeed, must 
learn important values that will guide 
them through life (something that 
academic knowledge does not do 
well).

Finally, “Learning is about MEE!” is 
also a teacher’s cry. Learning is about 
teachers as well, since we often 
function as the single most important 
influence on a young person’s mind and 
character beyond the home. As far as 
possible, I seek to continuously improve 
on my own practice in order to do my 
best for my students. 

I organised this teaching philosophy 
as a nice introductory segment of my 
e-Portfolio and presented it to my 

mentors and colleagues at JJC off the 
webpage as seen above. It served as a 
good way for them to understand me 
as an educator and was a good platform 
for many conversations about beliefs on 
teaching and learning in general. 

Having a concrete teaching philosophy 
articulated is the first important step in 
reflective practice. Once I had a clear 
conceptualisation of what I believed in 
regarding teaching and learning, I was 
better prepared to reflect on my roles 
and responsibilities and improve on my 
teaching practice.

FOCUSED CONVERSATIONS 
(FCS) AND REFLECTIVE 
PRACTICE

More importantly, the e-Portfolio 
served as a convenient platform for the 
documentation and showcasing of my 
work. The FCs, instituted as part of the 
practicum process, were opportunities 
to use our e-Portfolio to share our work 
with the SCM.

As my FCs were always done as a 
group with the rest of the student 
teachers, there would always be 
meaningful sharing and cross-learning 
from the presentations. Through these 
sharing, I have learnt much about how 
other student teachers conduct their 
lessons. For example, with regards to 
employing appropriate pedagogies for 

"Once I had a clear conceptualisation of what I believed 

in regarding teaching and learning, I was better 

prepared to reflect on my roles and responsibilities and 

improve on my teaching practice." 

Through the Lens of the Student Teachers 159



our students, the commonality across all 
presentations was the need for careful 
and deliberate scaffolding of students’ 
learning. Teaching should be conducted 
in a gradual manner, from simple to 
complex; concrete to abstract - it was 
very interesting to see how these 
same principles applied across different 
subjects.
 
Reflected below are examples of 
artefacts that my fellow student 
teachers, Mr Yu Zhen and Ms Sherilyn 
Tay, collected and shared. Mr Yu Zhen 
shared how students’ work could be 
used as an interesting learning activity – 
here “Spot the Mistakes”, which aimed 
to get students to identify common 
errors that they tend to make and 
thus learn to avoid them – that makes 
teaching much more effective (as 
compared to collecting back students 
work and marking them before pointing 
out a list of these mistakes). Ms Sherilyn 
Tay shared how she used physical 
models to help students “see” what 

previously were just merely abstract 
visualisations to these students.

I benefitted greatly from these 
presentations during our FCs, and took 
away many fresh ideas to inform my 

2: Mr Yu Zhen’s Teaching and Learning artefacts shared during FC2
3: Ms Sherilyn Tay’s Teaching and Learning artefacts shared during FC2

2

3
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4: Example of an e-Portfolio Reflection Page

4

"I had to also go back to the underlying theories and 

research so that I was able to tweak their lessons and 

innovate appropriately for my Economics lessons to 

support my students’ learning needs. " 

"More importantly, it showed me the importance of 

collaboration, even across subject disciplines, in inquiry 

and innovation of teaching practices." 

own Teaching and Learning practices. I 
adopted a version of Mr Yu Zhen’s “Spot 
the Mistakes” to be used for Economics 
concepts, and developed a production 
activity lesson plan that had concrete 
elements (students working together 
in a factory to produce paper chains) 
following Ms Sherilyn Tay’s ideas on 
the use of physical models. In doing so, 
I had to also go back to the underlying 
theories and research so that I was able 
to tweak their lessons and innovate 
appropriately for my Economics lessons 
to support my students’ learning 
needs. The experience of learning from 
my peers in these discussions, and 
adapting their ideas for the teaching 
of other subjects to the teaching of 
Economics, truly did show me the strong 
interdependence between theory and 
practice. More importantly, it showed 
me the importance of collaboration, even 
across subject disciplines, in inquiry and 
innovation of teaching practices.

Furthermore, the entire FCs experience 
during practicum showed me the power 
of planned and structured reflection 
in improving one’s teaching practice. 
Beyond the reflections required for 
every FC, I used the e-Portfolio as a 

personal teaching diary for my weekly 
reflections (and continue to do so now). 
These are deliberate attempts to reflect 
on my teaching competencies, and 
serve to track my own progress in the 
various sections that I identified at the 
start of this process for reflection and 
monitoring for progress e.g. effective 
pedagogy, classroom management etc.

So far, I have found that having a 
repository of reflection entries to look 
back on is a great way to track progress 
– on hindsight, I can see where I have 
made ground, places where I have 
stumbled and areas where I should be 
working on as I chart new directions for 
the next school year. 
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But beyond just a repository of thoughts 
throughout the year, I have also tried to 
ensure that concrete actions spring from 
these reflections. An example would 
be my experiment with a “Thought 
Dashboard” on my e-Portfolio. I had 
identified a need to get our students 
interested in the latest developments 
in subject matter and decided that one 
way forward would be to create a nice 
webpage with social media features to 
encourage discussion amongst students. 
The beta-testing of the idea was done as 
a sub-page on my e-Portfolio as shown 
above, where I Alpha-Beta tested various 
design features and got feedback from 
my fellow student teachers on the page. 
The final version for students is due for 
rollout next year; so far, the response 
from selected groups of students invited 
to view the page has been very positive.

EVIDENCE-BASED INQUIRY

Besides reflective practice, active 
evidence-based inquiry was also 

important. Throughout practicum 
for example, I collected a range of 
data and used them to inform my 
teaching practice: these ranged from 
observation logs in class regarding each 
students’ behaviour and perceived 
learning/connection to the subject at 
hand, to test scores and answers, and 
to interviews with students regarding 
lessons e.g. lesson activity, lesson 
pace, whether they could make links 
to their prior knowledge etc. The 
data collected allowed the design of 
lessons that provided for differentiated 
learning as I catered my lessons 
to their specific feedback from the 
previous lessons - elements such as 
the amount of scaffolding and lesson 
pace were adjusted so that students 
were genuinely learning during class 
rather than frantically trying to keep 
up with the teacher and taking most 
of the work home to read through and 
understand.

The careful and deliberate collection 
of data throughout my teaching 
experience also allowed me to sharpen 
my lessons after each class, getting to 
the heart of the concepts and removing 
superfluous portions that might add to 
the (initial) confusion when students 
pick up concepts for the first time. 
It allowed me to see what were the 
common misconceptions and areas 
that students had difficulty with so 
that I could create opportunities in 
subsequent lessons to correct/reinforce 
these concepts accordingly.

Classroom management was also 
different with each class as a result of 
such data. I used a different management 

5: The e-Portfolio Thought Dashboard

5
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style/persona based on the "character" 
of each class. I think this ensured that 
students were engaged in a way that 
they were most comfortable with, and 
engaged in a way that sets them up for 
academic success. For example, my 
students from the Science stream tend 
to feel more comfortable in a structured 
learning environment and take time 
to warm up to learning activities that 
involve more discussion and sharing. 
So before activities such as the Gallery 
Walk or debates can be made effective, 
they have to be introduced in small 
steps to collaborative learning activity 
routines to ease them into the rules and 
structure of productive discussion and 
sharing in a group setting.

It is also important to note that evidence-
based inquiry into my teaching practice 
came hand-in-hand with the regular 
reflection mentioned previously - there 
was reflection on what was going on 
in the classroom before, reflection on 
what the data collected was telling 
me, and reflection on what should I be 
doing going forward given the theories 
on hand as well as the data that I have 
collected. 

Overall, the process of inquiry was 
definitely very helpful in improving my 
teaching practice and moving me some 
way towards achieving the Graduand 
Teacher Competencies (GTCs) in all 

"There was reflection on what was going on in the 

classroom before, reflection on what the data collected 

was telling me, and reflection on what should I be doing 

going forward given the theories on hand as well as the 

data that I have collected." 

three aspects of Professional Practice 
(e.g. quality learning in students), 
Leadership & Management (e.g. 
Working in teams) as well as Personal 
Effectiveness (e.g. Understanding and 
Respecting others). These GTCs served 
as goals that I worked towards, with 
inquiry being the means with which I 
could find out whether I was on track or 
whether I should readjust.

MOVING FORWARD

Cultivating habits of reflective practice 
and evidence-based inquiry require time 
and patience, but I have found that the 
payoffs in terms of personal growth as 
a teaching professional are well worth 
the effort. With the guidance of the 
supportive mentors in my school, I look 
forward to using inquiry and reflection 
to journey further in this meaningful 
career.
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LEARNING AND TEACHING
Lim Chuan Li, PGDE Junior College 2014

WHO AM I?

I am an alumnus of Temasek Secondary School and Temasek Junior College 
(TJC). It has been extremely humbling to be given the opportunity to teach 
Mathematics back at TJC. I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge 
several teachers who have left a positive impact on me. They are, Mr Tan Kai 
Chye, Ms Patsy Neo and Mr Jared Oh from Temasek Secondary School, and Mr 
Low Kian Seh and Ms Thangam from TJC. Their dedication, passion and sincer-
ity have inspired me to take up a small role in the education scene. 

TEACHING BELIEFS AND 
PHILOSOPHY

The reflective practitioner examines, 
frames, reframes and attempts to 
solve the dilemmas of classroom 
practice.
– Zeichner & Liston (1996)

I regard one’s philosophy in teaching 
to be the fundamental set of beliefs of 
the desirable processes and goals in 
education held by the individual. It lays 
the foundation of which the thought 
processes, classroom management, 
teaching pedagogies and even student-
teacher interaction are built upon. More 
than just a flashy term, I believe that 
one’s teaching philosophy is a powerful 
and symbolic characterisation of what 

one stands for as a teacher. 

My teaching philosophy is anchored 
on the value Resilience. I believe that 
resilience, together with the end-state 
in mind, is the mental attribute that 
enables one to overcome obstacles. 
This resilience is fuelled along the 
way by a sense of Purpose and 
Optimism. With that being said, what 
can one make of his or her own journey 
without the Willingness to challenge 
themselves and take a step out of their 
comfort zone? Most importantly, what 
is the value of our existence if we have 
no Empathy? Nicely summed up as 
POWER, these are the 5 values that I 
would like to develop in my students. 
Power lah!

"More than just a flashy term, I believe that one’s 

teaching philosophy is a powerful and symbolic 

characterisation of what one stands for as a teacher." 
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THE INVESTIGATION PART 
I - THINKING BEHIND THE 
SCENES 

As I embarked on writing this chapter, 
many questions came into my mind. 
What is the purpose and value of 
reflective thinking? What are the 
attitudes that we should adopt as we 
engage in it? How often do we question 
our assumptions and values that we 
bring into teaching, and examine its 
impacts? To what extent do we hold 
ourselves responsible for the holistic 
development of our students? Are we 
sufficiently open minded to listen to 
alternative opinions and possibilities?
 
Our actions are the materialisation of 
our thinking; how we think naturally 
affects how we teach too.

To me, reflective thinking is a process 
that signals a teacher's commitment to 
continuous improvement in practice. 
With new insights and understandings, 
teachers are empowered to engage 
in more informed actions for better 
student outcomes. On that note, 
I suppose we could see reflective 
thinking as the antithesis of egocentric 
thinking. Perhaps not to the extent of 
being toxic, we should nevertheless be 
careful of determining what to believe 
and what to reject based solely on our 

"To me, reflective thinking is a process that signals a 

teacher's commitment to continuous improvement 

in practice. With new insights and understandings, 

teachers are empowered to engage in more informed 

actions for the better student outcomes." 

own instincts. After all, teaching is, to a 
certain extent, an altruistic action where 
teachers strive to develop each learner 
to his or her full potential in all aspects 
of life.

In the remaining parts of this chapter, 
I will focus on two aspects of inquiry - 
students and practice.

THE INVESTIGATION PART II - 
INQUIRING INTO STUDENTS 

I believe that rapport is essential to 
effective classroom teaching. My Head 
of Department (HOD) once shared with 
me the following equation (pardon 
us, my HOD and I are Mathematics 
teachers).

Effectiveness = Delivery × Rapport

In essence, rather than addition, the 
effectiveness of a teacher can be 
thought of as the product of the quality 
of delivery and rapport with students. 
You might be wondering, I see no 
difference (pun intended)! Addition 
suggests the notion that the two 
elements are somewhat independent 
of each other. For example, with a 
good rapport and poor delivery, addition 
suggests that the teacher may still be 
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effective. Intuitively, this does not make 
sense. However, with multiplication 
being the operator, delivery and rapport 
are viewed as complementary to each 
other and of equal weight, as they 
combined together determine the 
effectiveness of a teacher.

I thought to myself, if rapport could 
be quantified on both a positive and 
negative scale, how terrible a teacher 
must seem to be to a student if he or 
she has poor rapport with the teacher!

As such, one of the main agendas in my 
first week of practicum was to get to 
know the students quickly. This was an 
important step to establishing rapport. 
Apart from the basic information such as 
their names and Co-Curricular Activities 
(CCAs), I was interested to know their 
attitudes towards Mathematics. To 
achieve this, I adopted an idea from 
my National Institute of Education 
(NIE) Mathematics tutor, Assoc. Prof. 
Dindyal. He used name cards as a 
means to take attendance and know 
our names. In my classroom, on top of 
writing their names, I got my students to 

answer some questions. Their answers 
provided me with some insights on 
their study habits and motivation levels.

For instance, one of my students 
aspired to read Physics at University 
College London (UCL). This knowledge 
provided me with a good leveraging 
point to encourage him to understand 
Mathematics at a deeper level and 
achieve relational understanding. In 
order to do that, I prepared some 
materials that demonstrated the 
presence of Mathematics in Physics 
for his own reading out of class. One of 
the examples which he was particularly 
fascinated was how the system of 
linear equations derived from applying 
Kirchhoff's Voltage Law in an electrical 
circuit could be solved via the Gauss-
Jordan Elimination Algorithm. This 
example was particularly electrifying for 
him because the student got to open 
his Mathematics toolkit and use his 
newly equipped tool to solve a Physics 
problem!

My Cooperating Teacher (CT) added me 
into the class’s Whatsapp group on the 

1: How would you go about engaging and motivating this student?

1
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first day I met the class. It turned out to 
be a wonderful decision made for me. 
Firstly, it enabled me to communicate 
my instructions and occasional 
feedback effectively. Secondly, it was 
a convenient way for me to engage 
students with Mathematics outside 
the classroom. Sometimes I would 
send some logic puzzles, or articles 
related to Mathematical applications 
and research. Thirdly, it was a 
platform where everyone could share 
their thoughts openly. My students 
sometimes use the Whatsapp group 
chat to tell me the problems that they 
found challenging in the week’s tutorial. 
These pieces of information enabled 
me to scope and plan the subsequent 
tutorials effectively. 

On hindsight, I have since been 
increasingly aware and sensitive of the 

pressure that I may unconsciously exert 
on my students, and I strive to better 
manage that because I believe it will 
go a long way in helping them manage 
their learning. 

Once in a while, I would send 
motivational messages via Whatsapp to 
encourage the students to be resilient 
and persevere despite the difficulties 
and setbacks. 

2: Bringing Mathematics alive with real world applications!

2
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And some of my students who have the 
same self-deprecating humour (as I do) 
will send back things like that.

all, rote learning has brought them 
much success in their lives thus far 
in terms of academic performance. 
This belief prevents the student from 
stepping out of their comfort zones, to 
engage in logic instead of procedure, to 
understand instead of memorise. Many 
fear the notion of abstract thinking. 

At the same time, even some of the 
stronger students may pragmatically 
perceive Mathematics as a service 
subject that opens their options 
in university. Lacking the intrinsic 
motivation for the subject, it is also 
challenging for me as a teacher to 
engage them cognitively.

It also does not help when there are so 
many memes like these on the internet.

Nonetheless, I believe that students 
must enjoy doing Mathematics, and in 
order to achieve that, they must see 
the relevance and purpose of what 
Mathematics is about. Therefore, 
rather than using the abstract beauty 
of Mathematics to attract students, I 
felt that it would be more interesting to 
demonstrate its applications to enthuse 
them to the richness of Mathematics.

Lastly, Whatsapp lends the quieter 
students a voice which is often left 
unheard. Some of the insights that 
I have gained through these private 
messages include class dynamics, 
personal issues and family problems. I 
am thankful that these students were 
willing to confide with me. However, 
many experienced teachers have 
pointed out that students may easily 
misconstrue text messages. As such, in 
order to avoid any misunderstandings, 
I will follow up and talk to the student 
about it the next day. More importantly, 
it gives the human touch and interaction 
of which teaching is based on. 

Graduand Teacher Competencies 
(GTCs) Nurturing the whole child – 
Checked!

THE INVESTIGATION PART III 
- INQUIRING INTO PRACTICE 

One of the main challenges for me 
is that many students hold the view 
that Mathematics is all about applying 
formulae in a routine manner. After 
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I remember that the topic of Differential 
Equations was taught just after the 
hype of Southeast Asian Games (SEA 
Games) 2015. Riding on this wave, I 
talked about in my tutorial how athletes 
had to undergo stringent doping tests to 
check if they have consumed any illegal 
performance enhancing drugs. One 
of the students exclaimed “I thought 
everything that goes in will come out?!” 
(Trust me, I nearly did a face palm 
although the classmates didn’t show that 
kind of restraint.) After all the laughter 
died down, the class actively engaged in 
a self-directed discussion about the idea 
of remnant trace amounts in the body. It 
was encouraging to see them so excited! 
Eventually, I drew two axes on the 
whiteboard, the horizontal axis for time 
and the vertical axis for the concentration 
of the drug. I asked the class to sketch 
what they thought the graph should look 
like. From the stimulating discussion 
earlier, most students were able to get 
it right! Leveraging from the points that 

were raised, I explained the relevance of 
the horizontal asymptote and exponential 
function (which neatly links to their prior 
knowledge) in the particular solution of 
this particular Differential Equation. One 
of my students asked “You trying to 
take over our biology teacher is it?”. This 
question, as simple as it is, tells me that 
the students have really appreciated the 
interconnectedness of Mathematics and 
Biology in real life applications.

Many teachers use students' 
assignments and test results as data 
to indicate how well they have learnt. 
Indeed, experienced teachers tell me that 
a student’s work is a treasure trove of 
information that reveals much about the 
student's understanding. However, this 
was not enough to gain insights about 
how they have perceived my teaching 
at their end. I needed more information 
to improve the quality of my teaching. 
As such, I created a simple Google 
survey (save paper!), disseminated 

3: Gathering feedback on various aspects of my teaching

3
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via Whatsapp, with several questions, 
including some open ones, that allow 
students to give me feedback on the 
quality of my lessons.

Their feedback was a crucial tool in 
sharpening and refining my skill as a 
teacher with respect to my students’ 
needs. An example of a shift in my 
pedagogy based on their feedback 
was to reduce the number of student 
presentations in each tutorial. Previously, 
for the benefit of the weaker students, I 
would go through all the questions in the 
tutorial and students had to present their 
answers on the board. This took up much 
curriculum time and was not effectively 
pitched at the level of the majority of the 
students. I found it difficult to achieve 
the reduction in students’ presentations 
without compromising on the help 
rendered for weaker students. 
 
I consulted several experienced tutors, 
including my CT, on how they would 
manage this issue. I learnt from them 
that most beginning teachers, out of 
a fear of "kiasi-ism", tend to hand-hold 
students through every step, as I have 
done. They also reminded me that 
these are university bound students 
and it is time for them to learn to learn 
independently. This category of learning 
was equally important, if not more, 
than acquiring knowledge for students. 
Otherwise, we would be short-changing 
their education in terms of life skills. 

Eventually, I decided that I would take 
charge of highlighting the learning points 
of the easier questions, while students 
took ownership of explaining the higher 
order questions. This arrangement 
provided me with a window to do 
a quick recap of the concepts as a 
scaffold for the weaker students. 
Simultaneously, it gave the stronger 
students an opportunity to stretch 
their learning by making their thinking 
visible to other students. Furthermore, 
a student led instruction also implicitly 
facilitated a cross exchange of ideas 
in the classroom. This ensured that all 
students continued to have something 
to learn from each tutorial. It was also 
heartening to note following this change, 
students appeared to be more engaged 
throughout the tutorial.

DAWN OF A NEW DAY

Reflective practice is not an individual 
self-improvement exercise. It needs 
to be hosted and nurtured by a 
community of like-minded reflective 
practitioners who dialogue with one 
another about both personal and 
shared concerns, ultimately, for the 
benefit of the students we teach. 

To that, I am grateful for the wonderful 
support system that I have in TJC. 

By sharing with my mentors and other 
tutors, I received precious feedback on 

"I have deepened my knowledge of the students’ 

learning process by listening what other tutors 

have to share." 
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what I was doing. More importantly, I 
have deepened my knowledge of the 
students’ learning process by listening 
what other tutors have to share. For 
example, one tutor shared that she 
gives a mini quiz at the end of every 
topic. In addition, she allows students 
to bring in any hand written one page 
“help sheet”. This effectively ensures 
that students consolidate their learning 
timely, and it goes a long way in 
helping them prepare for the year end 
exams and A-Levels eventually. Most 
importantly, it drives the message that 
consistent effort is the key to achieving 
success in any endeavour, and that is 
one value that I want my students to 
take away.

Another significant takeaway is that I 
need to learn to give chances, to my 
students, and myself. As much as we 
need to give students the room to 
make mistakes and learn from them, 
I learnt from the experienced tutors 
that beginning teachers do need to 
recognise the fact that we are not 
flawless either so that we are not 
overly hard on ourselves. Only a humble 
person has the capacity to reflect, 
take criticism constructively, and take 
ownership of the issues. Furthermore, 
in this process, we must maintain 
an open mind, accept that there may 
be a better way of doing things, and 
more importantly, change, learn and 
adapt accordingly. Only then will our 

"Furthermore, in this process, we must maintain an 

open mind, accept that there may be a better way of 

doing things, and more importantly, change, learn and 

adapt accordingly. " 

reflections - residing within our hope 
for constructing a teaching landscape 
that is continuously revamping and 
reinventing itself - become meaningful 
and purposeful.

I would like to end of this chapter with 
a quote on the learning of wisdom, 
attributed to Confucius. Let's keep 
trying teachers! 

By three methods we may learn 
wisdom: 
First, by reflection, which is the 
noblest; 
second, by imitation, which is the 
easiest; 
and third, by experience, which is the 
bitterest.
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e-PORTFOLIO FOR TEACHERS’ 
PROFESSIONAL GROWTH

The use of portfolios in teacher education 
is not new. Through the portfolio, teachers 
assume ownership of their learning and 
professional development. By carefully 
selecting artefacts to showcase what 
they have learnt, their learning process 
and the application of their knowledge to 
their practice, teachers demonstrate their 
preparedness for teaching. In addition, 
building a portfolio allows teachers to 
engage in constant reflection on their 
roles (Lyons, 1998), think systematically 
about their classroom practices, and tap 
on research and theories to refine their 
teaching to enhance students’ learning 
(Tan, Liu & Low, 2017). In recent years, 
the rapid development of Information 
and Communication Technologies (ICT) 
and mobile learning have propelled 
the shift from hard copy portfolio to 
electronic portfolio or e-Portfolio in 
teacher education (Strudler & Wetzel, 
2005). The affordances of technology 

have enhanced the mobility, content 
richness, and the ease of use of portfolio 
by providing greater flexibility for learners 
to personalise their learning anytime, 
anywhere as well as richer content 
presentation through the use of text, 
graphics, audio, videos, and animations 
that can be integrated into the e-Portfolio. 
In addition, building an e-Portfolio allows 
teachers to carry this learning repository 
of theirs with them as they move 
between institutions or organisations 
(Banks, 2004; Foley, 2008).

At the National Institute of Education 
(NIE), as part of the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) course, all 
student teachers are required to build 
their e-Portfolio. According to Shulman 
(1994), a learning and teaching portfolio 
comprises of carefully selected sets of 
coached or mentored accomplishments 
substantiated by samples of student 

1

1: NIE’s e-Portfolio template
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work. It is evident that building a 
portfolio facilitates conservation of 
one’s teaching and learning. In NIE, the 
e-Portfolio embedded within the PPI 
course is tightly integrated with the 
student teachers’ practicum experience. 
Specifically, the design of the e-Portfolio 
template is to facilitate the Focused 
Conversations (FCs), and pre- and post-
practicum conferences with their School 
Coordinating Mentor (SCM), Cooperating 
Teachers (CTs) and NIE Supervisor (NIES) 
respectively. As such, careful thoughts 
and considerations went into the design 
of the e-Portfolio template. With the 
cognitive framework provided by the 
e-Portfolio, student teachers engage in 
professional conversations during their 
FCs and practicum conferences where 
they clarify their professional teacher 
identity, question their understanding and 
assumptions on teaching and learning, 
and facilitate their inquiry into their 
practices with the guidance and support 
from their SCM and NIES.

Currently, student teachers are required 
to participate in three FCs that are 
facilitated by their SCM during their 
practicum experience. In order to prepare 
for the first FC, student teachers will 
need to integrate and aggregate their 
learning in NIE. My Learning Space is 
a workspace created to synthesise their 
learning as they build their conceptual 
map of learning and teaching. Embedded 
within My Learning Space are folders 
for the various courses in NIE. Each 
folder contains question prompts and 
activities designed by the respective 
course tutors to initiate thoughts and 
reflections that aid student teachers 
in the internalisation of their learning 

for the courses. Student teachers will 
gather and combine diverse forms of 
learning and digital artefacts from various 
courses as evidence of V3SK and collate 
them under My FC 1 Showcase. They 
are constructing visual representations 
of how facts, theories and ideas fit into 
their conceptual framework (Darling-
Hammond, 2006) of learning and teaching 
as they form connections between the 
various courses taken in NIE. In addition, 
student teachers will formulate and 
share what they have learnt from the 
courses in NIE that have shaped and 
influenced their professional teaching 
philosophy. Through the e-Portfolio, 
these structured conversations provided 
the student teachers with opportunities 
to purposefully reflect and articulate 
their teaching philosophy and beliefs 
that inform their professional teaching 
identity.

For the second FC, student teachers 
will bring up for discussion issues that 
they face in their classrooms pertaining 
either to classroom management or the 
motivation of students and instructional 
strategies. As student teachers use the 
Reflective Practice Model (For more 
details on Reflective Practice Model, 
see Preface) to guide their reflection and 
presentation, they engage in cognitive 
self-regulation as they learn to identify 
a problem, learn how to collect data to 
demonstrate this, and how to select 
and carry out appropriate strategies to 
address the issue and share their results. 
The guiding role of the SCM and the 
discursive nature of FC 2 assist student 
teachers to deepen their inquiry 
process, making the theory-practice 
connection as they share experiences 
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and co-construct knowledge together. 
Student teachers will follow up by 
uploading their learning points for FC 
2 in the e-Portfolio under My FC 2 
Showcase. This process enables student 
teachers to go deeper into their inquiry 
by examining their own understanding 
of learning and teaching and at the same 
time support with evidence and artefacts 
from their teaching with ease through the 
affordances of the e-Portfolio. 

During the third FC that occurs at the 
end of their practicum experience, 
student teachers will share with their 
SCM how their inquiry processes during 
their practicum experience have helped 
increase their cognizance of the Graduand 
Teacher Competencies (GTCs) and how 
these GTCs have been developed (For 
more details on GTCs, see Preface). 
This reflection of their inquiry processes 
and selection of artefacts that provide 
evidence of the attainment of the GTCs 
under My FC 3 Showcase allows for the 
personal values and beliefs on learning 
and teaching of student teachers to be 
surfaced again. This constant clarifying, 
specific reflection and articulation of their 
teaching beliefs, is an important aspect of 
a teacher’s inquiry process, as personal 
and professional values about learning 
and teaching are constantly in check to be 
congruent with the education community.  

The design of the e-Portfolio in providing 
the cognitive framework for the student 
teachers to (i) synthesise their learning 
in NIE, (ii) instigate reflection on their 
personal learning and teaching beliefs, (iii) 
make visible their inquiry into their own 
practice with emphasis on the theory-
practice connection during their FCs, 

and (iv) provide a platform to document 
evidence of integration of V3SK and 
attainment of GTCs, is underpinned by 
constructivism and self-determination 
theory.  

Constructivism posits that understanding 
comes from the interactions with the 
environment, and cognitive dissonance is 
the stimulus for learning that determines 
the structure of knowledge constructed. 
It is evident that as student teachers 
“learn for teaching” and “learn from 
teaching” (Darling-Hammond,2006), they 
are actively constructing knowledge, 
engaging in a process of meaning 
making through connection with their 
prior knowledge of theories and research 
with real world  practice. They do this 
as individual learners, and through social 
interactions with their peers and the 
facilitation of the SCM. 

At NIE, we recognise the importance 
of empowering our student teachers 
to exercise their autonomy for their 
learning right from the start at initial 
teacher preparation programme. The 
PPI initiative aims to prepare the mind-
set as well as provide the e-Portfolio 
as a vehicle to develop the student 
teachers to be autonomous learners 
who are self-motivated to improve 
themselves. As such, the e-Portfolio 
template is designed to satisfy the 3 basic 
psychological needs of competence, 
relatedness, and autonomy. According 
to self-determination theory (SDT), the 
need for competence, relatedness, and 
autonomy is imperative in promoting 
optimal functioning of an individual’s 
growth, constructive social development, 
and personal well-being (Deci & Ryan, 
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2000). The need for autonomy is 
satisfied by giving the student teachers 
ownership to build their e-Portfolio to 
document their learning trajectory, right 
from the start. Even though the e-Porfolio 
template is provided to scaffold their 
learning and documentation, they are 
given the autonomy to decide how they 
want to construct their e-Portfolio, which 
aspects of learning they are focusing for 
each FC and what artefacts to include 
as evidences of their learning processes 
and demonstration of their competencies 
as teachers. The PPI e-Portfolio initiates 
conversations within oneself in the form 
of either intentional reflections or with 
other fellow student teachers and SCM 
during FCs, whereby there is sharing 
of experience and co-construction of 
knowledge. This inevitably satisfies their 
need for relatedness. Over time, as 
the student teachers understand how 
they learn, manage and chart their own 
learning, and improve their ability to 
articulate, evaluate, engage in, and refine 
their own teaching for the benefit of 
student learning, they are satisfying their 
need for competence.  

DR CHUA BEE LENG
ASSISTANT DEAN, PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE AND INQUIRY

Office of Teacher Education
National Institute of Education

Nanyang Technological University

As reflected in the figure above, the PPI 
e-Portfolio is conceptualised to facilitate 
professional development from pre-
service to in-service.

The PPI e-Portfolio is used as a learning 
portfolio during initial teacher preparation, 
a showcase portfolio during student 
teachers’ teaching practice, and a 
teaching portfolio when they are qualified 
teachers. It is advantageous in providing 
student teachers with a holistic view of 
their growth and development, how far 
they have come, and how much they 
have grown over time. This allows them 
to review past learning, and plan future 
learning and development (Banks, 2004). 
The collaborative partnerships amongst 
NIE, Ministry of Education (MOE), 
Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST), 
and the schools, and the  continued use 
of the e-Portfolio as a vehicle for teachers’ 
personal and professional development 
aim to develop teachers who are learner-
centred, has  a strong sense of teacher 
identity, who are thoughtful, reflective 
and inquiring.

2

2: The PPI e-Portfolio (NIE, 2010)

Learning 
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preparation
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