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Preparing teachers for the 21st century era entails cognizance of the changing 
nature of knowledge, learning and environments. New models of knowledge 
building and knowledge co-creation are emerging. Personalised learning takes on 
new dimensions with mobile devices and new tools for sharing and meta-thinking. 
In teacher development, evidences from research point to the importance of 
teacher reflection on practice, collaborative sharing and feedback through peer 
and expert mentoring.  

Teaching is a complex activity with educators facing a myriad of challenges 
and expectations in and out of the classroom. Successful teachers must be 
professional leaders who believe in their students, assume personal responsibility 
for continuous learning and are thoughtful and inquiring. At the National Institute 
of Education (NIE), we aim to nurture teachers with the necessary attributes, 
confidence and competencies. 

The e-Portfolio initiative is part of NIE’s teacher education transformative endeavour 
to help pre-service teachers take charge of their own learning. By using the 
e-Portfolio to build a conceptual framework of their learning and development, 
pre-service teachers are able to chart their own learning and direct their growth 
accordingly. Through this implementation, we hope to nurture teachers with 
the ability to articulate their beliefs on teaching and learning, know what drives 
them and forms who they are; are able to reflect and inquire deeper into their 
pedagogies, and seek to improve and hone their teaching practices. 

I commend the editors and everyone involved in this project for coming up with 
a book that articulates the journey of our teachers – from student teachers in NIE 
to beginning teachers in the educational fraternity. I am sure many can resonate 
with the contributors’ experiences and be inspired in their own teaching journey.

FOREWORD

Professor Tan Oon Seng
Director 

National Institute of Education

02 Our Journey



03e-Portfolio in Teacher Education



21ST CENTURY TEACHER EDUCATION 
AND THE ROLE OF THE e-PORTFOLIO

INTRODUCTION
The rapid pace of globalisation and knowledge generation, with the advances 
in technology, have led to a complex and interconnected world. This aspect of 
the 21st century has certainly caused ripple effects in social settings such as the 
domain of education. In a borderless world, it is pertinent that current pre-service 
teachers be equipped with skills that allow them to tide through challenging 
times in the 21st century. Problems and issues arising today are increasingly 
complex and require a new brand of teachers with a deep passion for lifelong 
learning, an inquisitive and creative mind, and a strong sense of responsibility 
to the community and environment (Tan, Liu, & Low, 2012). As such, teacher 
education in the 21st century needs to focus on nurturing teachers who are 
reflective, have an inquiring mind, and whom possess values and skills essential 
for lifelong learning. 

However, in the past, teacher education frameworks were often fragmented 
and did not demonstrate a strong connection between theory and practice 
(Allsopp, DeMarie, Alvarez-McHatton, & Doone, 2006; Barkesdale-Ladd & Rose, 
1997; Hoban, 2005; Korthagen, 2010; Tan & Liu, 2014). As a result, pre-service 
teachers have disconnected views on learning and merely perceive their role in 
education as one of disseminating knowledge. If the goal of education is merely 
the regurgitation of knowledge, then teachers just need to be equipped with 
the content expertise and the ability to deliver a standardised curriculum. If all 
students learn in the same way, then teachers can be trained by just teaching 
them how to implement a prescribed set of lessons using a limited range of 
teaching techniques (Darling-Hammond, 2006). However, given the 21st century 
context and the diverse needs of our students, teachers need to steer away from 
the didactic ‘one size fits all’ teaching approach. They need to be knowledge 
organisers, diagnosticians, motivators, designers and facilitators of the learning 
process and environment (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2006; Tan, Liu, & Low, 2012). 
Hence, discourse amongst teacher educators now centres on the issue of 
implementing a value-based teacher education system to nurture autonomous 
thinking teachers (Tan & Liu, 2014) while re-enforcing the theory-practice nexus.  
Many have claimed that ‘traditional’ approaches to teacher education have been 
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inadequate in preparing pre-service teachers to face classroom realities and the 
vagaries of school life (Goodlad, 1990). Instead, these approaches were overly 
focused on the delivery of theories expounded by research experts (Korthagen 
& Kessels, 1999; McCullough, 1987; Hoyle & John, 1995), with scant attempts 
at establishing the context of their application and the interconnectedness 
between the various courses in the teacher education programmes (Barone et 
al., 1996; Ben-Peretz, 1995). 

TEACHER EDUCATION IN NIE (TE21)
It is against this backdrop that the NIE’s Programme Review and Enhancement 
(PRE) was initiated in late 2008. A year later, the PRE report entitled ‘TE21 – A 
teacher education model for the 21st Century’ (NIE, 2009) outlined six broad 
recommendations. Amongst these, one was to strengthen the theory–practice 
link through ‘reflection, experiential learning, school-based research or inquiry 
projects and pedagogical tools that bring the classroom into the university’ (p. 
24). NIE’s Thinking Teacher Model (see Figure 1) involves the elements of skilful 
teaching, reflective teaching, and innovative teaching (Tan, Liu, & Low,  2012). It 
aims to develop teachers who are able to innovate in their teaching practices to 
suit diverse learning abilities in the classroom, to keep abreast with the changing 
demands of the educational landscape and learn from their teaching practices 
through systematic thinking and constant reflection. In addition, they have to 
be cognizant of their teacher identity and be committed to go beyond ‘covering 
the curriculum’ to engage students who are learning in educational settings 
different from the ones they were familiar with. As such, the fundamentals of 
teacher preparation in the 21st century are to prepare teachers to be custodians 
of the values of society (Tan, Liu, & Low, 2012) and who will reflect and inquire 
into their classroom practices. 

THE NIE e-PORTFOLIO– RATIONALE AND AIMS
The NIE programme review surfaced the need for pre-service teachers to chart 
their growth during pre-service training, to show the development of their beliefs 
and understanding about theoretical aspects of education in their coursework, 
and to demonstrate their acquisition of relevant pedagogical knowledge 
and skills through the execution of their lessons during teaching practice. To 
facilitate these, the PRE further suggested the introduction of the electronic 
portfolio (e-Portfolio) usage in initial teacher preparation programmes. 

Teacher colleges worldwide use the portfolio as a way of assessing, documenting 
and monitoring both pre-service and in-service teacher education programmes 
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(Snyder, Lippincott, & Bower, 1998; Porter, Youngs, & Odden, 2001; Gray, 2008; 
Wray, 2008). Through the construction of their portfolios, teachers meaningfully 
select artefacts that illustrate their learning and how closely it is translated into 
actual teaching. The process helps them to take charge of their own learning 
and professional development, identify and analyse principles and content 
and develop dispositions that will be needed to accurately and convincingly 
document their competency as teachers (Stolle, Goerss, & Watkins, 2005). 

The building of a portfolio also provides teachers with an opportunity to 
engage in reflection (Lyons, 1998).  Reflective action involves active, persistent, 
and careful consideration and response to issues and challenges (Dewey, 1933). 
Teachers who engage in reflection actively review their teaching in relation to 
educational, social, and political contexts. They also question their teaching 
philosophies, are less inclined to lose sight of the purpose and goal of education, 
and would often be driven to improve and communicate their professional 
identities as teachers (Zeichner & Liston, 1996; Lyons, 1998). The formulation 
and crystallisation of one’s teaching philosophy is critical as it espouses the pre-
service teacher’s core beliefs on his/her learners and on teaching and learning 
(Wolf & Dietz, 1998). This will also inform and influence the teacher’s teaching 
approaches and decision-making processes in the classroom. 

The rapid development of free open-source applications in information and 
communications technology (ICT), has accelerated the move from hard copy 
portfolio to electronic portfolio or e-Portfolio in teacher education (Strudler 
& Wetzel, 2005; Yancey, 2001). The e-Portfolio is an electronic collection of 
authentic and diverse evidences relating to a learner’s progress, development 
and achievements (Beetham, 2005; Gray, 2008). Similar to the use of the 
hard copy portfolio in teacher education, studies have verified the value of 
the e-Portfolio as a tool to promote learners’ learning and development, to 
document growth and encourage self-assessment and reflection. It also serves 
as a way of gathering evidence for assessment (Anderson & DeMeulle, 1998; 
Banks, 2004). The use of e-Portfolios in higher education institutions across Asia, 
the US and Europe is also a common trend, as observed by Chou and Chen 
(2009). In 2002, the US National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education 
Standards has mandated the use of e-Portfolio technology across teacher 
education programmes (Foley, 2008). 

Although the initial intent was to introduce the e-Portfolio as an assessment tool, 
it soon became evident that it would play a more important role in establishing 
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the theory-practice link, by assisting pre-service teachers in the development 
and crystallisation of their implicit theories, beliefs and perceptions on the 
basis of the academic theories, knowledge, skills and values that they acquire 
throughout their teacher-training programme.

Due to the increasingly demanding and complex nature of teaching, teacher 
education curricula should not only address the gaps highlighted earlier, but 
should also be aimed at strengthening and crystalising teacher personhood. 
As such, NIE upholds the importance of a value-based teacher education 
programme. The conceptualisation of the NIE e-Portfolio came in the 
upshot of the TE21 report. In essence, the agenda of the report entails five 
recommendations concerning:  i) the new VSK1 model, capturing the values (V), 
skills (S), and knowledge (K) expected of a 21st century teacher; ii) graduand 
teacher competencies; iii) strengthening the theory-practice nexus; iv) 
programme refinement and extension of pedagogical repertoire; v) 21st century 
assessment framework; vi) enhanced professional development pathways.

It was envisaged that the e-Portfolio will assist in the fulfillment of these 
recommendations since it provides a platform for the documentation and 
showcasing of pre-service teacher's work, as well as an interactive interface for 
user communication and collaboration.  For instance, in its recommendation 
on the new VSK framework (V3SK), the report suggests ‘a reconceptualisation of 
the VSK paradigm to further strengthen the characterisation of the 21st century 
teacher that NIE produces’ (NIE, 2009, p. 45), with the aim of making three main 
value concepts pervasive throughout all programmes and curricula. These value 
concepts include adopting a learner-centered approach, developing teacher 
identity based on strong ethical principles and desire for self-improvement, and 
providing service to the profession and community.

NIE's Thinking Teacher Model (Figure 1, see next page) builds upon the V3SK 
framework. The model is built upon an underlying philosophy that advocates 
teaching as a professional thinking activity (Liu, Tan & Hairon, 2014). 

The model aims to nurture teachers to become autonomous and self-driven in 
improving their own practice, reflective of their own roles and capable of drawing 
upon theories and research to inquire and innovate teaching that is supportive 
of students’ learning (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Darling-Hammond, 2006). It 
advocates greater coherence between courses, and a tight integration of course 
work and practicum experience, through innovative pedagogical approaches. 

1 Values, Skills and Know
ledge fram

ew
ork for program

m
e developm

ent and delivery
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The interdependence and connection between theory and practice is pivotal 
to NIE’s mission of developing autonomous thinking teachers, which it hopes 
to achieve by guiding teachers to ‘learn for practice’ and ‘learn from practice’ 
(Darling-Hammond, 2006). In essence, the right-hand side of the model shows 
the ‘relationship’ between coursework and practicum, whilst the left-hand side 
outlines the ‘process’ whereby pre-service teachers build their conceptual map 
of teaching and learning using the structure provided by the e-Portfolio, which 
when implemented across for all courses and in practicum, serves to integrate 
and aggregate all aspects of the initial teacher preparation programme. As 
reflected in the model, practicum in NIE is conceptualised as the spine of 
teacher education programmes – an integrated element in a systematic and 
coherent programme. Inevitably, the theory-practice link is reinforced when 
pre-service teachers are able to see the ‘big picture’ and recognise how the 
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Figure 1. Autonomous Thinking Teacher Model
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theories and courses in NIE are intertwined and related to one another. With the 
structure provided by the e-Portfolio, pre-service teachers will be able to construct 
their conceptual framework of teaching and learning and demonstrate what they 
know and are able to do as teachers (e.g., Mansvelder-Longayroux, Beijaard, & 
Verloop, 2007). The e-Portfolio serves as the cognitive framework that allows the 
pre-service teachers to tie their learning of the various modules undertaken at 
NIE. This process of forming connections will serve to integrate and aggregate the 
learning, and strengthen the theory-practice link.

In line with these TE21 goals, the first of the two main objectives for introducing 
the e-Portfolio is to facilitate the charting of the pre-service teacher’s learning 
journey through its use as a repository of artefacts, comprising their pieces of work 
presented in diverse formats. These can include video snippets of microteaching, 
written assignments, lesson plans, classroom activities, as well as snapshots and 
recordings of partnerships with the community amongst others.  These artefacts 
would, in addition, provide evidence for the pre-service teacher’s integration of 
values, skills and knowledge.

The TE21 report suggested, in addition, that a set of Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTCs) be established as guidelines for the level of competence 
pre-service teachers should attain by the end of their course, and in alignment 
with what the Ministry of Education expects of education officers. These GTCs span 
domains such as professional practice, leadership and management, and personal 
effectiveness. In this respect, the e-Portfolio could be used by pre-service teachers 
to garner evidence of their attainment of the various competencies through their 
repertoire of artefacts. The e-Portfolio also allows them to link particular GTCs with 
the relevant artefacts that demonstrate them.

As mentioned earlier, a major endeavour of the Programme Review and Enhancement 
(PRE) and TE21 was to strengthen the theory-practice link. Suggested strategies 
include reflective practice, whereby ‘reflection may take place through journals, 
video analyses of lessons, or discussions with mentors or university professors’ 
(NIE, 2009, p. 63). The e-Portfolio not only allows pre-service teachers to post their 
reflections online, but it provides the platform for asynchronous interaction between 
the pre-service teachers, their peers and their tutors or other faculty members. Thus 
pre-service teachers have the option to invite their classmates, school mentors and 
professors to view their artefacts and reflections, and post comments on their work. 
The pre-service teachers are then able to revise and refine their work on the basis of 
the advice or feedback given to them by their peers and tutors.
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This mode of formative assessment could therefore be conducted, not only in 
situ in NIE, but even during teaching practicum when the pre-service teachers 
are in their respective schools. In this respect, the e-Portfolio contributes to 
the fulfilment of yet another TE21 recommendation, that of developing an 
assessment framework that is more attuned to 21st century teaching and 
learning, and which is in line with MOE’s MP32 emphasis on ‘new innovative 
technologically friendly assessment techniques which can provide timely 
diagnostic feedback’ (NIE, 2009, p. 95).

The second major objective of the e-Portfolio is to nurture autonomous 
thinking teachers who have a strong sense of teacher identity, who are able 
to take ownership of their own learning, and hence are more likely to enhance 
student engagement and inspire student learning (Tan & Liu, 2014). To foster 
teacher identity, each pre-service teacher is invited, at the start of the teacher 
preparation programme, to formulate and include his or her personal teaching 
philosophy in his/her e-Portfolio.  He or she is then encouraged to revisit his 
or her teaching philosophy at different time-points, to consider whether there 
are any changes in his or her perceptions and beliefs, and to make the relevant 
revisions if necessary. The growth of a sound teacher identity stems from having 
a grounded teaching philosophy. During conferences with their NIE Supervisor 
and in the course of Focused Conversations with the School Coordinating 
Mentors, pre-service teachers are tasked to articulate their teaching philosophy, 
reflect on their personal teaching and learning beliefs during their practicum 
experiences. They are invited to share how these experiences have further 
shaped their teaching philosophy with reference to the NIE’s GTC at the end of 
their practicum. This emphasis on the crystallisation of one’s personal teaching 
philosophy allows pre-service teachers to be conscious of the fact that their 
work should be pupil-centric. Having a clear teaching philosophy provides pre-
service teachers with an anchor to tide them through the tough and challenging 
times in their career.

Finally, the essence of professionalism is autonomy and empowerment, and 
the attainment of the e-Portfolio objectives would hopefully lead to empowered 
teachers who have a critical awareness of their experiences to impact their 
teaching and their students’ learning experiences (Short, Greer, & Melvin, 1994; 
Tan & Liu, 2014). Such teachers are more likely to focus on enhancing student 
engagement and inspiring student learning, while eliciting students’ experience 
from their internal frame of reference, and minimise pressure and control toward 
specific achievement outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b, 2009).
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ABOUT THIS BOOK
Through the e-Portfolio initiative, the onus of learning is on the pre-service 
teachers right at the start of their teacher preparatory course. By taking 
ownership of their learning, pre-service teachers use the e-Portfolio also as 
a repository to document their growth, and chart their own map of learning 
and teaching. They meaningfully select artefacts that are important and 
significant to their growth as pre-service teachers to teacher professionals. The 
e-Portfolio thus not only provides an opportunity for pre-service teachers to 
organise their work, articulate their reflection and inquiry, showcase their growth 
and development, but also acts as a fluid portfolio that takes on the nature of a 
learning portfolio during their initial teacher preparation, a teaching folio during 
their initial years in the profession and a professional portfolio, showcasing tried 
and tested pedagogies informed by the latest and most relevant of literature as 
experienced teachers.

This book describes the experiences of pre-service teachers in the course of their 
initial teacher preparation programme in NIE. It explores the challenges that 
they have faced and strived to overcome, and the growth they have undergone 
through the process. They share with us their observations, joys and fears. 
Each of their learning journeys is a testimony of NIE’s endeavour in developing 
autonomous thinking teachers who can take charge of their own learning and 
are self-driven in improving their own practices. In addition, some of the stories 
describe processes used for integrating theory with practice, as the pre-service 
teachers integrate their theoretical knowledge with their practicum experience, 
as part of a cohesive teacher preparation programme.
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Prior to embarking on my initial teacher 
preparatory course, I believed that 
teaching was just about passing on 
whatever I have learnt to my students; 
however, my perspective of teaching 
and learning changed after going 
through my course in the National 
Institute of Education (NIE). 

For a postgraduate teacher preparatory 
course, which typically spans a period 
of two years, the Postgraduate Diploma 
in Education (PGDE) is really short. 
We effectively needed to be trained 
within 9 months; with the first half of 
the course focusing on the theoretical 
aspects of teaching and learning, 
while the second half of the course 
requiring us to be out in schools 
practising what we have learnt from 
the modules. Within those 16 weeks, 
we needed to be well-versed with 
Educational Psychology, pedagogical 
content knowledge, the curriculum 

and even social contexts of teaching 
and learning. This would mean that 
our schedule was packed with lessons. 
Needless to say, our assignments were 
seemingly innumerable. The period 
was so hectic that I could not even 
stop to really ponder and reflect on 
my learning from these modules if 
not for the e-Portfolio module. It was 
compulsory for student teachers from 
the PGDE programme specialising in 
primary and junior college education, 
the portfolio will be implemented for 
the PGDE (Secondary) as well in the 
subsequent batch, to put together a 
portfolio to document our learning 
during this short stint in NIE. Through 
this reflective process, I was able to 
distill a few key learning points. Some 
of which, changed my perspective of 
teaching and learning entirely. 

Out of the NIE modules I have taken, I 
really find Educational Psychology the 

MAKING SENSE OF TEACHING 
— JONATHAN YEW, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2011 — 
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most meaningful as it was through this 
module that it changed my views of 
teaching. As I have mentioned, prior 
to NIE, I always believed that teaching 
and learning was just basically the 
transmittance of knowledge from 
teacher to students. This conception 
developed because this was the 
manner in which my teachers adopted 
in their teaching, a mainly teacher-
centric and top-down approach, 
when I was a student. There was little 
to no student engagement. The only 
engagement I had with my teachers 
then was only through the questions 
my teachers posed. Through 
education psychology, the buzz word 
“Constructivism” was introduced to 
me. It posited that learning is basically 
the constructing of knowledge from 
pre-existing knowledge. In order for 
meaningful learning to take place, 
teachers must be able to engage 
students’ prior knowledge. It was then 

that I realised this was actually what 
teaching and learning is about. Now, 
I firmly believe that it is when we truly 
understand how our students learn 
and develop psychologically; we will 
then be able to develop teaching 
strategies that suit their individual 
learning styles.

In addition, I was also required to 
craft a teaching philosophy for the 
Educational psychology module, 
which made me reflect on how I 
viewed teaching. The modules at 
NIE indeed shaped me in the way I 
view teaching. In my opinion, good 
teaching is one that is student centric, 
engages students at their level by 
using appropriate strategies and 
finally, the teacher must enjoy the 
teaching process as learning should be 
an enjoyable process. Students are able 
to see whether you are passionate about 
teaching them. These beliefs formed my 

“ I was able to distill a few key learning points. Some 
of which, changed my perspective of teaching and 

learning entirely. “
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teaching philosophy and with these 
beliefs I went for my practicum stint at 
Tampines Junior College (TPJC).

My experience at TPJC was an 
enjoyable one as my cooperating 
teacher (CT), Ms. Norashikin (Nora), is 
really nurturing and she was patient 
with me even though I knew I was 
quite troublesome. I bombarded Ms. 
Nora with a series of questions which 
I consolidated. It was definitely a long 
list; there were 16 questions in total. 
Instead of just briefly touching on 
them, she patiently and reassuringly 
answered my queries in detail. For 
someone, whom was really a nervous 
wreck then, it was really beneficial. 

The first week began with lesson 
observations. I made good use of 
this opportunity to observe lessons 
conducted by experienced teachers. 
Fortunately, TPJC’s biology unit was 
embarking on a project to investigate 
the effectiveness of collaborative 
learning for the JC1 Biology students. 
This meant I could really try out the 
various collaborative strategies I have 
picked up in NIE. Furthermore, this 
was congruent to my belief that good 
teaching is about engaging students 
in collaborative learning. Riding on 
the opportunity, I tried the various 
collaborative strategies such as round 
robin, tally table, numbered-heads-
together etc. Collaborative strategies 
worked well and the students 
enjoyed the process of discussing and 
presenting their answers. Students felt 
that they were able to learn from their 

teammates through the discussions. 
However, the process of organising the 
class into groups and allowing students 
to be engaged in their discussion 
was rather time consuming. This 
created stress for me especially when 
I knew that I had a scheme of work 
to complete in order to prepare the 
students for their assessment. In light 
of this, I embarked on frontal teaching 
as it is said to be faster in getting the 
information across to the students. 
However, when I began teaching, 
somehow the content that I was 
delivering sounded Greek and I lost the 
attention of most of my students. This 
made me realise I should try to infuse 
teaching strategies I picked up in NIE. 
My CT once shared this analogy with 
me, “Learning is like a train journey. 
Teachers are likened the train while the 
students are likened the passengers. 
We, as teachers, need to ensure that 
our students stay on board the learning 
journey and be in tune with the lesson.” 
This served as a reminder to keep 
myself in check with my second belief 
of good teaching.

I believe good teaching entails engaging 
students using appropriate teaching 
strategies. In NIE, it was mentioned in 
the information and communications 
technology (ICT) module that for 
meaningful learning to take place, real 
world contexts should be used to add 
relevance to learning a particular topic. I 
tried incorporating real world examples 
as snippets to the tutorial questions. 
In some cases, I even asked students 
to conduct their own investigating at 
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home. In one particular tutorial question 
which involved applying concepts of 
cellular membranes in chill-injuries 
in banana plants, I actually asked the 
students to try chilling a banana in 
a fridge and related the blackening 
of the peel of the chilled-banana to 
the concept tested. The students 
were fascinated by this real-world 
phenomenon and seeing them wide-
eyed was really a morale booster for me 
to further hone my teaching skills.

In another incident, I was teaching 
enzymes, which are biological entities 
involved in carrying out bodily 
reaction. Enzymes are usually involved 
in bringing together substances for 
reactions to occur. These were the exact 
same phrases I used to explain the 
concept of enzymes to the students. 
Unfortunately, they were utterly 
confused and this made me wonder 
whether there could be some teaching 
method that could make this concept 
easier to understand. So I decided to 
use analogies to make understanding 
abstract concepts easier. For this 
particular topic, I developed an analogy 
which drew a parallel between the role 
of a matchmaker to the mode of action 
of enzymes. Upon presenting the 
analogy, the students were laughing 
uncontrollably, but I viewed it as 
positive energy and that the students 
were enjoying the learning process. 
This goes very much in line with my 
third belief of good teaching.

My third belief about good teaching 
is that learning should be enjoyable 

and I thought that using games as a 
learning tool could possibly enhance 
the pleasure of learning. For one of 
the topics, I developed the contents 
that I wanted to review into a series of 
true/false questions. The students were 
given a set of red and green cards which 
they were instructed to flash to indicate 
their choices for each question (a red 
card and green card correspond to a 
false and true statement respectively). 
Initially, I thought the strategy might 
fail, as I feared my students would 
feel insulted for being treated like 
children. However, to my amazement, 
my students transformed into children 
upon seeing the first statement of the 
game! There was laughter and the 
students enjoyed the whole game. 
From this, I realised that my students 
want their learning process to be 
enjoyable. Regardless of their age, 
games will always be welcomed.

So what have I accomplished? I abided 
by my teaching philosophy and I carried 
out what I strongly believe in. Through 
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my practicum experience, it reaffirmed 
my beliefs of good teaching and why 
I chose teaching. In addition, there is 
a link between theory and practice. 
The theories do work and some may 
require some modification. It was 
through reflection, that I was able to 
critically evaluate the shortcomings 
of a particular teaching strategy and 
formulate modification to better 
suit my students’ learning styles and 
learning abilities. Ultimately, it is 
when we truly understood how our 
students learn; we then will be able 
to craft teaching strategies that work 
well on them. As mentioned by Mr. 
Nelson Mandela, “If you talk to a man 
in a language he understands, that 
goes to his head. If you talk to him in 
his language, that goes to his heart”. 
This is really true when it comes to 
teaching students. 

I made sense of how I developed 
as a teacher through the use of 
my portfolio which I diligently 
documented my thoughts and 
reflections. The portfolio was a really 
helpful tool to crystallise my growth 

in NIE and also have served as a 
platform which I consolidated my 
perception of teaching and articulated 
what I believe about teaching in my 
teaching philosophy. Having my 
teaching philosophy documented in 
my portfolio also allowed me to see 
whether I am true to my beliefs and 
whether the way I teach is in line with 
my teaching philosophy.

So at the end of the day, by 
documenting my learning process in 
a portfolio, I have basically compiled 
a teachers’ manual that contains ideas 
on classroom management as well as 
creative pedagogies. Having such a 
manual would certainly be beneficial 
for my teaching career. When I have 
gained enough experience and given 
an opportunity to be a cooperating 
teacher I will definitely use this as 
a platform for the sharing of good 
teaching practices.  

“ I consolidated my perception of teaching and 
articulated what I believe about teaching in my 

teaching philosophy.  “

“ There is a link between theory and practice. 
The theories do work and some may require some 

modification. “
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UNITY IN DIVERSITY 
— ASHRAF HYDER YUSOFF MANIAM, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2010 — 

INTRODUCTION
When I was asked by my National 
Institute of Education (NIE) professors 
to pen down reflections of my journey 
as a student teacher in NIE, I was thrilled 
for two reasons. 

First, this presented a golden opportunity 
for me to sit, think and reflect 
wholeheartedly on my NIE experience; 
a privilege that not many of my peers 
and I had upon graduation, as we were 
quickly immersed into school life as full 
time educators. 

Second, the chance to share one’s 
experience with another is an act that I 
have held in the highest of regards for 
the longest of times. Through the years, 
I have gained invaluable guidance from 
the experiences of those around me. It 
is with honour and pride that I use this 
opportunity to share and speak to you 
through this written sharing.

WHY TEACH?
I am proud to say that I come from a 
highly diverse family background. My dad 
is half Indian, half Eurasian and my mum 
is half Pakistani, half Malay – which makes 
me ‘rojak3’, or complicated. Well that’s how 
most of my peers used to describe me, 
but I’d rather use the word “colourful”. Far 
from being a complicated family, I was 
fortunate to grow up in an environment 

where differences were, and continue to 
be, embraced. Despite our contrasting 
races and religions, we always managed 
to find a common identity; this, I believe, 
we achieved with unconditional love.

It was with such sentiments that I knew I 
was always going to be an educator. In my 
mind at least, there was only one other 
setting where differences are as widely 
celebrated and that is in the classroom. 
I was fortunate enough to be blessed 
with wonderful teachers throughout my 
childhood; teachers who appreciated that 
I was a unique individual, who brought 
out the best in me, all while helping me 
develop a common, collective identity 
with my peers around me. The similarities 
I saw between my school and family 
life were profound. It was hence not a 
surprise for many around me when I 
turned to teaching as my career choice.

THE PIVOTAL PAST – MY NIE DAYS
Upon completing my undergraduate 
studies in London, I returned to Singapore 
filled with excitement at the thought of 
beginning my teaching career. However, 
I was slightly skeptical with what NIE 
had to offer at that point in time. Having 
gone through several stints of long term 
relief teaching, I felt that I had already 
acquired the necessary skills to be a good, 
competent teacher. On hindsight, I could 
not have been more mistaken.
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Developing Pedagogical Skills
A key role that NIE played in my journey 
towards becoming a competent teacher 
was in helping me develop sound 
pedagogical skills. The courses in NIE 
helped me develop both content-
specific as well as general pedagogical 
skills to be an effective, well-rounded 
teacher.

My QCO courses were indeed a joy 
to attend and were crucial in helping 
me develop as an Economics subject 
teacher. Mrs Chan Siew Fong, our course 
coordinator, put in a lot of effort to 
ensure that we were well equipped with 
a myriad of ways to effectively deliver 
Economics content to our students 
during classroom tutorials as well as 
lectures. From simple pair discussions 
to more complex collaborative learning 
strategies, we were introduced to 
engaging methods that would enable 
us to conduct Economics lessons in a fun 
and enjoyable manner.

As a class of budding Economic teachers, 
my classmates and I visited topics which 
Economics teachers traditionally find 
difficult to teach and researched deeply 
on methods to bring across such content 
to our students in an enlightening 
and efficient manner. Furthermore, we 
developed our skills in crafting lessons 
which catered to the varying needs of 
our learners; be it kinesthetic, auditory 

or visual learners, we were able to 
tweak and refine our lessons to ensure 
our students received the best form of 
tailored education.

Other courses in NIE also played a pivotal 
role in helping me develop my general 
pedagogical skills. My Educational 
Psychology lessons paved the way 
for me to hone skills and knowledge 
which would allow me to create a safe 
and inclusive classroom environment; 
an environment where all students, 
regardless of learning needs, would be 
able to learn effectively and conducively. 
Today, these lessons are particularly 
important as I have already encountered 
students who display special learning 
abilities such as Dyslexia and Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).

The five dimensions of meaningful 
learning, which I picked up from my 
information and communications 
technology (ICT) lessons, remain 
cornerstones of my approach towards 
teaching today; whether I am delivering 
an Economics lecture to a group of 700 
students or conducting a group discussion 
with 5 students, the aforementioned 
dimensions never fail to ensure I run a 
smooth and engaging lesson. That such a 
course was able to impart universal ideas 
to me, regardless of the content I wish to 
teach, is indeed an art or, at the very least, 
a fortunate accident.

“ I found the reflective culture in NIE to be most 
momentous and essential to my development as a 

trainee teacher. “
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Reflective Practice
Above all, I found the reflective culture in 
NIE to be most momentous and essential 
to my development as a trainee teacher. 
Each of the courses we undertook had a 
reflective component which gave us an 
opportunity to take stock of what we had 
learnt and to further improve ourselves 
as aspiring teachers. This culture was also 
echoed by our very own professors, who 
never failed to conduct end-of-course 
evaluations to further improve the 
implementation of their programmes 
for future batches of student teachers. 
This I found inspiring; the phrase ‘lead by 
example’ could not have been greater 
exemplified by these wonderful teachers 
of teachers.

The e-Portfolio also provided a conducive 
platform for us to reflect not only on 
each of our modules specifically, but on 
our NIE journey as a whole. It allowed 
me to chart my progress in each course 
I undertook, to draw lessons learnt, and 
to postulate and think about how I was 
going to use my newfound knowledge 
and skills during my practicum stint, as 
well as a beginning teacher.

Through the e-Portfolio, I was also able 
to gather feedback and insights on 
my assignments from my peers and 
professors in NIE, as we shared our 
presentations and assignments with one 
another. This helped me further improve 
my pedagogical understanding of 
Economics as an ‘A’ Level subject.

Practicum
This sharing and reflective culture is 
one which stayed with me all the way 
throughout my Practicum stint in Temasek 
Junior College (TJC). I was blessed to 
be mentored by a kind, nurturing and 
open-minded cooperating teacher (CT) 
who was constantly sharing with me 
ways to improve my teaching, but who 
also readily took on my innovative and 
creative teaching methods into her very 
own classroom. 

After every lesson in TJC, I conducted a 
self-reflection on how the lesson had 
gone, considering which parts went 
well and how it could be improved. This 
reflection was vocalised during my post 
lesson-observation discussions with my 
CT, and I improved tremendously as a 

“ The e-Portfolio also provided a conducive platform 
for us to reflect not only on each of our modules 
specifically, but on our NIE journey as a whole. It 
allowed me to chart my progress in each course I 

undertook, to draw lessons learnt, and to postulate 
and think about how I was going to use my newfound 

knowledge and skills during my practicum stint, as 
well as a beginning teacher. “
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classroom teacher. On hindsight, it is 
clear to me that my performance and 
accomplishments during practicum 
can and should be largely attributed 
to the sharing and reflective culture 
which NIE taught me, and which the 
environment in TJC embodied.

The Precious Present – 
Temasek Junior College (TJC)
From my practicum experience to being 
posted as a full time teacher to TJC, my 
days thus far have been filled with joy and 
wonder as I delve further into my role as 
an Economics teacher. While the hours are 
long and the work is tough, stepping into 
the classroom each day to put into practice 
the many theories and pedagogies I 
learnt in NIE is indeed rewarding. To have 
my students tell me that they ‘enjoyed 
my lesson’ or ‘find Economics fun and 
interesting’ is rewarding enough for my 
tireless efforts to grow fully as an educator. 
Be it students I meet in the classroom 
or those I cross paths with during co-
curricular activity (CCA) sessions, I find 
myself in a blessed position to be able 
to have gone through NIE, to be able to 
educate and mould these young minds in 
a responsible manner.

The Fearless Future
As a beginning teacher, I enjoy every 

moment with my students and 
colleagues, and I look forward to what 
the future holds for me. This year, I 
have been given the privilege to teach 
graduating classes in TJC, and while I 
view this as a hefty responsibility, I am 
excited with the opportunity I’ve been 
given to guide these students. 

The future does seem bright and 
exciting, but I constantly remind 
myself to never forget how I got to be 
where I am today. My days spent in 
NIE are fond memories; these serve as 
lessons which I will cherish forever as 
an educator. I often reminisce about 
the friendships I forged in NIE and 
the countless lifelong lessons I drew 
from my wonderful tutors. I recall on 
the day that I graduated as a student 
teacher, I was close to tears. I knew my 
time in this great institution had come 
to an end, and I was sad to part with 
the friends I had grown to love and the 
tutors I drew my strength from. 

However, I remembered an old saying 
that I hold strongly to till today. ‘Don’t 
cry because it’s over, smile because it 
happened’. Indeed, I found the strength 
to hold back the tears. Come July, I am 
sure you too will be smiling as widely as 
I did.  

“ My days spent in NIE are fond memories; these 
serve as lessons which I will cherish forever as an 
educator. I often reminisce about the friendships 
I forged in NIE and the countless lifelong lessons I 

drew from my wonderful tutors. “
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MY JOURNEY AS A TEACHER 
— APRIL LOW SIE YIEH, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2010 — 

Beneath every teaching philosophy 
is a true tale that is seldom told. For 
some, it may be like the strange tale of 
“Alice in Wonderland”, where seemingly 
peculiar incidents throw them off the 
path at first, but eventually lead them 
to self-discovery. For others, it could 
be like the touching tale of “Elves and 

THE TALE OF THE LITTLE GIRL

She was just a little girl.

She was curious about why her water bottle held so much less than the kettle she had 
at home.

She was curious about why tigers had stripes.

You see, she was a very curious little girl.

She was curious about almost everything in the world.

*Cluck Cluck Cluck*

The little girl’s eyes gleamed at the sight of her teacher.

She was about to have her first Mathematics lesson.

Teacher: Today’s topic is on the Area of Circle. The formula is A=πr^2.

Little Girl: Ms Lee, what is π and why do we use it to find the area of a circle?

*Classmates look at Little Girl disapprovingly.*

Teacher: (Looks stumped by question) We use π to find the area of a circle.

Little Girl: (A little wary of her classmates’ stares) But why π? I don’t understand.

*Classmates start to look impatient.*

Teacher: (Turns impatient) I need to finish this part. Let’s continue!

The little girl decided that keeping quiet was probably what her teacher wanted.

the Shoemaker”, where the good they 
received beget the good that they are 
keen to return. For me however, there 
is nothing either peculiar or touching. 
It is a simple tale about a little girl who 
tasted something bitter and decided, 
many years later, to make it sweet for 
others instead. 
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She did what her teacher wished and kept quiet.

The lesson continued with practices on how to use A=πr^2 to find the area of a circle.

As the day progressed, she realised that all her teachers liked quiet students.

And so she grew up staying quiet for all her other lessons.

So very quiet that she forgot all the questions she was once curious about.

Perhaps “What is π?” is not that important after all.

Never mind why her water bottle held so much less than the kettle at home.

Never mind why tigers have stripes or why leopards have spots.

She only needs to know that “A=πr^2” and that tigers are mammals because they have fur.

Special thanks to Miss Clara Khoo for her gracious hand in editing this tale. 
She is also a co-author of this chapter.

Figure 1. Teaching Philosophy 1 (Excerpt from e-Portfolio)

“Each student represents a seed. Every seed carries a hidden gem, 
whose full potential can only be revealed under the right internal and 
external conditions. As a teacher, I can only influence one dimension 

of the external environment. But I believe that all dimensions are 
interconnected. Through the external elements of care, trust and grace, 

I aspire to instill the value of respect and harmony in every student. 
They should learn to value and love themselves and be proud of their 
identity. This ultimately leads to the confidence to be inquisitive and 

the appreciation of self-worth. This optimises the internal conditions for 
maximising their full potential. “

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 2010 (1):

Even as a “big” girl now, this memory is 
still as fresh as yesterday, because the 
human mind chooses to remember 
events associated with strong 
emotions. Indignant, ashamed, inferior 
and embarrassed was how I felt. When 
my question about π was disregarded 
by my teacher and classmates, I felt 
indignant that my question was 
unanswered, and utterly ashamed that 

my question had inconvenienced my 
classmates. It wasn’t until many years 
later that I found out, “There is no such 
thing as a stupid question”. This bitter 
tale hence became the impetus for 
my decision to teach, because it made 
me adamant that no “little girl” should 
be put down for being inquisitive. 
Naturally, this incident also became the 
backbone of my teaching philosophy. 
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TEACHING PHILOSOPHY:

Harmony, respect & inquisitiveness is advocated through active role modelling.
 
HARMONY / RESPECT
• The classroom environment will be decorated with positive energy, setting the ground 

for respect and harmony.

• The teacher carries a cheerful disposition that encourages students to perceive their 
classmates and themselves in a positive light.

 
RESPECT / INQUISITIVENESS
• Positive affirmation of students’ questions and response subtly elevates their self-worth 

and generates respect towards their classmates’ thought processes and abilities. This 
creates a safe environment for asking questions and hence cultivates inquisitiveness.

Figure 2. Teaching Philosophy 1 (Excerpt from e-Portfolio)

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 2011 (2):

Harmony, respect & inquisitiveness is advocated through active role modelling and 
through explicit real-life examples.
 
HARMONY / RESPECT
• The classroom environment will be decorated with positive energy, setting the ground 

for respect and harmony.

• The teacher carries a cheerful disposition that encourages students to perceive their 
classmates and themselves in a positive light.

• The teacher communicates explicitly what it means to be respectful and harmonious. This 
means that any rude behavior is immediately stopped, followed by an explanation of why 
the behavior is hurtful and how the situation can be remedied.

 
RESPECT / INQUISITIVENESS
• Positive affirmation of students’ questions and response subtly elevates their self-worth 

and generates respect towards their classmates’ thought processes and abilities. This 
creates a safe environment for asking questions and hence cultivates inquisitiveness.

• Real-life examples are used in the classroom to guide the inquisivity towards the A-levels.

Figure 3. Teaching Philosophy 1 (Excerpt from e -Portfolio)

I felt that inquisitiveness should be 
a trait to be encouraged, and not 
repressed - not only by teachers, but 
also by classmates. Hence, to gain 
this encouragement from the class, 
a level of respect and harmony is 

needed. “The Tale of the Little Girl” has 
been translated into my first teaching 
philosophy. It was with much hope 
that these ingredients would sweeten 
the taste of learning for future “little 
girls”. And it was only the beginning.
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Setting this philosophy of cultivating 
inquisitiveness, respect and harmony 
was only the first step. Execution comes 
second and was the more difficult bit. 
Going by “Values should be caught, not 
taught”, a personal decision was made 
to inculcate these values through 
active role modelling. My personal 

“ Setting this philosophy of cultivating inquisitiveness, 
respect and harmony was only the first step. Execution 
comes second and was the more difficult bit. Going by 

'Values should be caught, not taught', a personal decision 
was made to inculcate these values through active 

role modelling. My personal definition of 'active role 
modelling' included creation of positive energy, carrying 

a cheerful disposition and positive affirmation. “

definition of “active role modelling” 
included creation of positive energy, 
carrying a cheerful disposition and 
positive affirmation.

The teaching philosophy is a working 
document. It gets refined and polished 
as one grows into the career. For 
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“ My greatest sentiment would be for my 
teaching philosophy to result in many classes of 

inquisitiveness, respect and harmony. “

instance, one discovery I made was 
that some values need to be “taught”, 
before they can be “caught”. Whilst 
role modelling was the mainstay in 
inculcating respect and harmony, 
explicit mention of these values was 
equally important, especially during 
the “teachable moments”. It simply 
wasn’t enough to show them what is 
right, without pointing out what was 
wrong. One could not do without the 
other. As for inquisitiveness, it was 
later discovered that role modelling 
Socratic questioning was insufficient. 
Inquisitiveness requires explicit 
direction, purpose and guidance.

Currently, I am attempting to spark 
inquisitiveness by relating syllabus 
content to real-life examples. For 
instance, at the beginning of this year, 
I conducted a classroom exercise 
that required the piecing of multiple 
topics together to solve the problem 
of a boy facing insufficient energy 
at a fencing competition. It is with 
hope that these real-life examples 
give direction and guidance for 
inquisitiveness in the classroom.

“ The teaching philosophy is a working 
document. It gets refined and polished as one 

grows into the career. “

Like how most tales end with a 
“happily-ever-after”, my greatest 
sentiment would be for my teaching 
philosophy to result in many classes 
of inquisitiveness, respect and 
harmony. Now that I have told my 
tale, what is yours?  
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Perhaps like many of you reading 
this book, my teachers endured my 
antics during my 12 years of formal 
education. In those 12 years, we have 
made each other cry and laugh.  I think 
it was with much relief that they sent 
me away (hoping that it is for good) 
for my undergraduate studies, not 
knowing that I would be back to join 
the professional fraternity that they 
belong to.  

Many of my peers have asked me why 
I chose to take up teaching, since my 
interests and perceived strengths 
lay elsewhere; even my relatives had 
their doubts when I told them I was 
considering going into teaching. My 
answer has been unwavering. I have 
had the privilege of having absolutely 
wonderful teachers in my 12 years of 
formal education in Singapore and I 
feel extremely indebted to them. The 
best way, in my opinion, to repay them 
is to work towards ensuring that their 
legacy of good teaching and of being 
good teachers, is carried on. That is 
indeed a very tall order.

With this in mind, I spent four years 
in university modelling my behaviour 
and outlook according to the traits 
displayed by my teachers that I 
observed to be key to what I perceived 
to be good teaching practices.  

I identified one principle that would 
ultimately define my own teaching 
philosophy. As a teacher, I would need 
to care for the last, the lost and the 
least of my students, putting aside any 
prejudices or feelings that I may have.  
I have, despite the clichés, to see the 
best in every child and to bring the best 
out of them. This belief still remains the 
foundation of my teaching philosophy. 
 
My time at university contributed 
significantly to my resolve to be a good 
teacher. My lecturers and tutors were 
among the best in their fields, yet they 
never failed to turn up for consultations 
with a smile on their faces. Each of 
them patiently answered questions 
from undergraduates, regardless of 
how silly or naïve our questions were. 
Some even went to the extent of 
making sure we were coping well with 
life at the university. Sometimes, these 
consultations became conversations 
about really random issues – current 
affairs, politics and even sports. This 
experience surfaced another core 
principle – that to be a good teacher, 
one should never forget that students 
are part of a dynamic learning process 
that is shaped by human interaction. 

These beliefs helped form the mental 
image of the teacher I wanted to 
be. I often joked with my friends 

#MLIA NOT 
— PHILIBERT LEOW, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2010 — 
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that I wanted to be like the manga 
character “Great Teacher Onizuka”, 
who was cool, popular and related 
well with his students. He taught 
not just what was important for the 
examinations but more importantly, 
crucial life lessons through somewhat 
unconventional means.

After four years, I thought that I had my 
vocation sorted out, with my unflappable 
belief system as the guidepost for my 
path; I was going to be all right. This was 
when, I suspect, the universe conspired 
to set me straight. 

The first day I stepped into the National 
Institute of Education (NIE), a certain 
professor emphasised the importance 
of developing our own teaching 
philosophy. “It defines what kind of 
teacher you will be”, she quipped. It 
was such a huge slap to my face that 
it hurt.  

One Mississippi.

Two Mississippi.

WHAM!

The first two weeks at NIE were 
extremely successful at demolishing 
everything that I held to be true. 
Having spent such a long time away 
from familiar territory, I felt that I was 
suddenly thrust back into a system 
where everything was put to the test.  
To put it dramatically, I felt that I had 
stepped into Hogwarts while it was 
surrounded by a horde of Dementors. 

I felt as if the passion for teaching 
was sucked out of my classmates 
and I with each passing day. There 
were endless lessons on educational 
psychology; the use of information 
and communications technology 
(ICT) for “meaningful” learning with 
what seemed like an endless line of 
assessment and assignments. The icing 
on this cake of misery was that we, as 
the PGDE (Junior College) cohort, were 
“privileged” to be placed on one more 
module – Reflective Practices. Great, an 
entire module that made me reflect on 
my misery. It was to be a long 9 months.

The course on reflective practice, to 
its credit, was very well structured. It 
had guiding questions and each week 
saw a lecturer conscientiously build 
up from where the previous lecture 
left off.  Each week, the lecturer would 
re-emphasise that it was important to 
keep up with these reflections because 
these would become our tether to 
our profession – why did we choose 
teaching? In addition, these reflections 
would also answer another important 
question – what kind of teacher do I 
want to become?

As the weeks passed, I shared with my 
classmates that keeping up with the 
portfolio of reflections ranked lowest 
in my list of priorities. Keeping up 
with the academics and maintaining 
a healthy work-life harmony were 
enough to fill my plate.

Finishing the PGDE programme 
became a chore and as practicum 
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drew closer, I began to question if I was 
prepared to face a class of 20 students 
at a time. A few weeks before practicum 
started, a bombshell was dropped. 
Everyone was to prepare a portfolio to 
showcase our individual learning to the 
schools that we would be posted to. 

Since I had placed the portfolio as my 
last priority, I had to play catch up. At 
that point, with so many administrative 
and academic matters competing for 
my attention, I was very tempted to 
go with a run of a mill presentation, 
providing just a brief overview of what 
was taught at NIE.

I started with my reflections four days 
before the start of practicum, basing 
the structure of the reflection on the 
Graduand Teacher Competencies 
framework. I started by matching the 
courses I had completed to its relevant 
competency. The process of doing so 
gave me a macro view of the entire 
initial teacher programme at NIE. As I 
grew more attached to my growing 
presentation, I realised I was beginning 
to form links of relevance between 
what I thought to be completely 
distinct courses as well as to see how 
these courses built up the core teacher 
competencies. 

The most crucial realisation I had in the 
four days I spent doing my reflections 
for the presentation was that I had not 
taken time out in 9 months to think 
about and consolidate my learning 
experiences. In the silence, away from 
the daily academic frenzy, I finally 

started to make true sense of what 
had transpired in the months that have 
passed. Being a digital platform helped, 
as creating hyperlinks to related topics 
became strangely addictive and 
curiously satisfying. Slowly but surely, 
my “e-Portfolio”, as it was called, of 
reflections began to look like a well-
written Wikipedia page. Each learning 
point had a hyperlink that linked to a 
relevant idea, which in turn was linked 
to several learning points. This was 
the first time that I saw my learning in 
this manner. The connections seemed 
vague at first but as I made more 
connections, the easier it was to make 
additional, new connections.

Soon, I saw that what I learnt did 
contribute to my pre-conceived 
notions. Contrary to what I felt, the 
lessons learnt, when taken in the 
context of each other, did address the 
burning questions that I had about 
becoming a good teacher. It seemed 
as if I had spent the entire time trying 
to solve a jigsaw puzzle by looking at 
individual pieces without looking at the 

“ I was beginning to 
form links of relevance 

between what I 
thought to be 

completely distinct 
courses as well as to 

see how these courses 
built up the core teacher 

competencies. “
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big picture. The time spent completing 
the reflection portfolio allowed me to 
see how each piece fit into the larger 
scheme of things. It allowed me to 
see connections and relationships.

Above all, the process taught me the 
importance of silence and stillness. It is 
under such circumstances that one can 
really take stock of what has been said 
and done, and what one has failed to 
do. As a beginning teacher, silence and 
stillness have become invaluable. 

Throughout my practicum and my 
first term as a beginning teacher, I 
made sure that I had at least fifteen 
minutes of silence and stillness at the 
end of each day, either at home or 
in the staffroom. This meant cutting 
myself off from any music, my iPhone, 
the Internet and any other form of 
distraction. The only indulgence I 
allowed myself was my laptop with its 
wireless card switched off. 

My daily routine was simple: What did I 
do right; what could I have done better; 
what did I not do at all?  

The routine kept me thinking; thinking 
made me form connections and I 
suddenly felt the great nexus between 
the teacher I am and the teacher 

that I want to be. I felt like Alice, free 
falling without knowing how much 
deeper the hole will be.  My web 
of connections kept growing, but I 
didn’t know what it was growing into, 
and that terrified me. The Graduate 
Teacher Competencies took me thus 
far, but I needed something else to 
concretise my learning. Just as I was 
frantically searching for an answer, 
the Senior Teachers at Anglo-Chinese 
Junior College (ACJC) introduced Jon 
Saphier’s model of The Skilful Teacher4, 
as part of the professional development 
in the school. To put it briefly, the 
model has four main components, in 
order of precedence – Management, 
Instructional Strategies, Motivation and 
Curriculum Planning. 

These components were based on a 
foundation of essential beliefs. I found 
this model to be a comprehensive 
answer to my search for a more 
concrete model to ground my 
reflections and thoughts; moreover, 
this model incorporates everything 
that I have dealt with so far. With this 
model, and in consultation with my 
mentors in school, I reflected on a 
different component each week.

I was pleasantly surprised to note 
that “personal relationship building” 
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“ The process taught me the importance of silence 
and stillness. It is under such circumstances that 

one can really take stock of what has been said and 
done, and what one has failed to do. “ 
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apprehensive about direct messaging 
(DM-ing) or replying my students’ 
tweets. I was afraid that engaging my 
students personally on Twitter would 
result in undesirable consequences. I 
thought hard about it and in the end, 
the strengths of the platform made me 
take a leap of faith. 

All of a sudden, as I began to engage 
my students personally over the online 
social networking site, our discussions 
both online and in class became so 
much more alive and relevant to 
them. These interactions gave me a 
glimpse into the thought processes of 
my students as well as the trends that 
shape their beliefs and attitudes. It is 
especially useful since my students take 
complete ownerships of their account 
and what they tweet about. I get “live” 
tweets about what is happening and 
how my students are feeling. I do not 
respond to all these but take note of 
the more significant ones like birthdays, 
sickness in the families and other 
“happenings”. Then, in the classroom, 
I would make the slightest reference 

to the event and the student involved 
would perk up and pay attention. 
Classroom management, checked!

There is an age-old saying that fortune 
favours the prepared. In a vocation 
such as teaching, nothing prepares 
you for a day in the classroom than 
your own beliefs and resolve. Even as 
a beginning teacher, I must admit that 
my beliefs and resolve are challenged 
every single day. It is in the quiet 
and stillness that I find meaning and 
purpose as I reflect on my day’s work. 
The e-Portfolio may have started off 
as a burden. But it has inculcated in 
me the discipline to reflect, and that 
has helped me move towards the 
kind of teacher I seek to be.

Hopefully, one day, in the not so 
distant future, I may inspire someone 
with my example.  

“ The e-Portfolio may have started off as a burden. 
But it has inculcated in me the discipline to reflect, 
and that has helped me move towards the kind of 

teacher I seek to be. “

“ In a vocation such as teaching, nothing prepares 
you for a day in the classroom than your own 

beliefs and resolve. “
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LEARNING TO TEACH; 
TEACHING TO LEARN 

— JOY SEE, PGDE SECONDARY 2012 — 

I remember that the teachers in school 
who have left a deep impression on 
me are my English, Mathematics and 
Science secondary school teachers. They 
are those who presented their subjects 
in a way that sparked my interest in 
a particular subject matter, explained 
complex topics with marvelous clarity 
and simplicity and challenged me to 
become a better person. I admired the 
way my teachers handled their jobs 
and put in effort to get to know each 
and every student in their classes. To 
me, teaching is about imparting your 
knowledge and experience to others, 
and is one of the most precious things 
that a person can give.  I was inspired 
by my teachers and I made the decision 
to change my career from the private 
sector as a tax associate to the teaching 
profession. 
 
MY INITIAL STRUGGLES
When I first came to Springfield 
Secondary, I quickly gained an 
awareness of the many roles expected 
of a teacher. We had to juggle with the 
different roles of being a counsellor, 
disciplinarian, mediator, mentor and an 
instructional expert. I taught Principles 
of Accounts (POA) and English. Things 
were so different from the corporate 
sector, but I relished interacting with the 

students from my class and received a 
lot of satisfaction when my students 
were able to master content well. 

As the school had a small intake of 
students studying POA, I became the 
sole teacher teaching that subject. I was 
assigned to teach a Secondary Four 
Express graduating class and a Secondary 
Three Normal (Academic) class. The 
first few months were challenging and 
there was quite a steep learning curve 
as teaching felt new to me. I was busy 
creating resources and worksheets 
for my students whilst attending 
workshops for the revised syllabus to 
be implemented the following year. I 
was also trying to adapt to the teaching 
environment. Thankfully, my colleagues 
and mentors gave me invaluable advice 
that helped me to adapt to the classroom 
environment, such as changing the 
seating arrangements in class and peer 
tutoring techniques which I employed 
further on in the year. 

TEACHING TO LEARN AND 
LEARNING TO TEACH
Motivating my students was one of the 
first few issues I had to grapple with. 
My Secondary Three Normal Academic 
N(A) class were energetic and lively. 
There were students who were curious 
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and loved to ask questions, and who 
occasionally disrupted lessons. There 
were also students who worked well in 
pairs and groups, but others who did 
not. Students who were able to process 
the content quickly progressed rapidly. 
But there were also those who were 
inclined to switch off when they did not 
understand.  

My initial idea was to provide my 
students with opportunities to practice 
and be exposed to a variety of questions. 
This method worked well with my 
Secondary Three Express students in my 
contract school, who had adapted to 
their learning assignments readily. 

However I soon realised that the drill-
and-practice approach did not work well 
with my Secondary Three N(A) students, 
as their learning needs were so diverse. 
The weaker students struggled with 
retaining the information even though 
exercises had previously been given on 
the subject. When doing my reflection, I 
recalled lessons on motivation learnt in 
the National Institute of Education (NIE). 
Students are in search of meaningful 
experiences and they become motivated 
when the learning activities satisfy 
their basic needs of freedom, fun and 
belonging in a way they find personally 
gratifying. I realised then, that it was 
imperative that I relook at my teaching 
strategies and learn from my experience. 

Together with my mentor who was 
co—teaching the class, one of the first 
things I did was to change the class 
seating arrangement, as sometimes 

students are more open to guidance 
from their peers.  By arranging students 
to sit in groups of 4 and 5, I created 
an environment that facilitated 
collaborative learning and encouraged 
peer teaching in the classroom. The 
better students in the group could 
co-teach their peers. I made them the 
group leaders in their groups and gave 
them some responsibilities of managing 
the conduct of their peers. They also 
had to record individual scores for each 
team member who brought their books, 
submitted their assignments and were 
well behaved in class. The best groups 
would stand to win prizes at the end 
of the month. This gave the students 

“ When doing my 
reflection, I recalled 

lessons on motivation 
learnt in NIE. Students are 

in search of meaningful 
experiences and they 

become motivated 
when the learning 

activities satisfy their 
basic needs of freedom, 
fun and belonging in a 

way they find personally 
gratifying. I realised then, 

that it was imperative that 
I relook at my teaching 

strategies and learn from 
my experience. “
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a sense of recognition and served as 
a form of extrinsic motivation. The 
better students felt empowered with a 
sense of responsibility and were more 
inspired to master the subject content.

Listening to my students’ feedback 
was also helpful and enabled me to 
build rapport with them. Acting on 
feedback, I gave breaks during the 
lesson and tried to relate abstract 
concepts to things that they could 
relate to everyday. Once in a while, 
I introduced games like Taboo and 
interactive quizzes to inject fun into 
the lesson. Occasionally, I would 
reward students with sweets if they 
answered questions correctly. This 
was a strategy that grabbed my 
students’ attention, as even a few 
non-participative students raised their 
hands and made attempts to answer 
questions.  It was heartening to see the 
students responding enthusiastically 
and enjoying themselves.

When certain students performed well 
in their studies, it was commonplace 
to hear their peers commenting on 
their success and attributing it to 
them being smart or gifted. In a test 
I had administered to my students, 
half the class passed. I remembered 
learning about the attribution theory 
in NIE which proposes that when 

learners succeed at an academic task, 
they are likely to want to attribute this 
success to their own efforts or abilities; 
but when they fail, they will want to 
attribute their failure to factors over 
which they have no control, such as 
bad luck. Hence, I decided to get these 
students to share the amount of effort 
and time they had spent revising as 
I learnt that this was one way to help 
students see the connection between 
success and effort. Not surprisingly, the 
more successful students mentioned 
investing a significant amount of 
time on their revision than the less 
successful students. I have learnt 
that changing students’ mind-sets 
is important to help them see that 
success is achievable with effort. By 
providing clear instructions on what 
students needed to put effort in, I was 
able to encourage students to become 
more committed to their studies. 

Another lesson that I had learnt during 
my practicum, was to give students 
a chance to do well and to recognise 
their potential. When I was asking the 
class for volunteers to become my 
subject representatives, two boys who 
were occasionally disruptive in my 
lessons leapt at the chance. I think they 
wanted to gain recognition from their 
peers and be entrusted with a leadership 
position. Initially, I hesitated selecting 

“ Another lesson that I had learnt during my 
practicum, was to give students a chance to do 

well and to recognise their potential. ”
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them. However, my mentor who was 
present in class, advised me to give them 
a chance. I soon realised that they were 
more cooperative during my lessons and 
were able to dispense their energies in 
more productive ways. Before, these two 
boys often were very rude and would 
talk back when I attempted to correct 
them or when I demanded that they pay 
attention. This year, they are helping me 
with the administrative aspects of the 
lesson and are more cooperative. I also 
noted with amusement that they would 
tell their classmates to behave better. 
Entrusting them with responsibilities has 
indeed helped to improve our teacher-
student relationship. 

Implementing these strategies, however, 
was sometimes met with resistance from 
my students. They were reluctant to 
change their seats and often could not 
recognise the rationale of certain rules. 
When I first started teaching, I realised that 
in setting certain rules and procedures, I 
had neglected to explain to students 
the rules. Without their cooperation and 
understanding, the implementation of 
these rules sometimes escalated into 
a power struggle with the students. I 
was fortunate to be able to observe my 
mentors’ lessons and learn how they 
dealt with tension-filled moments in the 
classroom.  

They would reason out with the 
disruptive student after class and 
sometimes engage the student in 
adequate deliberation as to whether 
his behavior was appropriate. Through 
observations and reflection, I have learnt 

how to take a more proactive approach 
to discipline issues. I have also learnt 
to create a more positive and caring 
atmosphere and be responsive when 
discipline issues arose. Sometimes, 
speaking to students individually 
helps them become more aware of 
their misbehavior and the teacher can 
provide them with strategies to work 
towards better behavior. For example, 
for students who are forgetful, I would 
insist that they record their homework 
in their student handbook and get their 
parents’ signatures. It was helpful to 
enlist the parents’ help to monitor their 
child’s homework assignments through 
their student handbook. Even though 
the follow-ups are tiring, it was gratifying 
to see students change for the better. 

Communicating with parents and 
knowing a child’s background is also 
another approach that helped improve 
my interaction with students. As a form 
teacher, one of my duties entailed 
giving a courtesy call to the parents 
of the underperforming students. 
After following up with these parents, 
I realised that some of these parents 
may be going through a difficult time, 
for example, a financial crisis or medical 
surgery and were not able to monitor 
their child’s school work. Sometimes, the 
students would not be able to stay back 
for extra lessons as they had to send their 
parent to the hospital or they had to stay 
at home to take care of their younger 
siblings. My heart reached out to them; I 
felt a greater sense of responsibility over 
these students under my charge. After 
listening to their parents’ concerns, I was 
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better able to formulate an action plan 
to help these students catch up with 
their studies.

Apart from my mentors’ guidance, I also 
greatly benefitted from the professional 
learning communities in the school. 
They provided powerful learning 
opportunities for me and broadened my 
perspectives to learning. 

As part of our lesson study, I had to 
design an English lesson that focused on 
improving students’ oral communication. 
I asked students to give an impromptu 
speech and invited the rest of the class to 
give their comments on what they liked 
about the speech as well as highlight 
areas of improvement. The lesson was 
observed by a few English teachers 
and a post-lesson survey about how 
the students felt about the lesson was 
administered at the end of the lesson.  

From the survey response, the English 
teachers worked together to re-
design my lesson. The re-designed 
lesson focused on promoting a safe 
environment for students to speak up 
and giving encouragement to reduce 
students’ anxieties. The English teachers 
recommended removing the session 
where the rest of the class highlighted 
areas of improvement and suggested 
focusing on comments on what went 

well for the students’ impromptu 
speech instead. 

I tried this again and found that 
students’ performances on impromptu 
speech improved significantly and the 
percentage of students surveyed who 
became more confident in impromptu 
speaking increased. Even though I had 
learnt in NIE that students’ anxieties 
interfered with their performance, 
feedback from my colleagues helped 
me to implement this theory in 
practice. From this lesson study, I saw 
the importance of developing positive 
emotions about learning in students and 
building relationships so that students 
learn in a safe learning environment. 

Being a teacher has its ups and downs, 
but what keeps me grounded is the 
belief that every problem is actually 
an opportunity in disguise. I enjoy 
teaching and interacting with my 
students and they in turn have taught 
me much about teaching. Reflecting 
on my teaching experience has also 
helped me to process my thoughts 
and find ways to improve my teaching. 
In the words of the American writer 
and philosopher, Elbert Hubbard, “The 
teacher is the one who gets the most 
out of the lessons and the true teacher 
is the learner.” One truly learns every 
day in the classroom.  

“ Being a teacher has its ups and downs, but 
what keeps me grounded is the belief that every 
problem is actually an opportunity in disguise. “
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BACKGROUND
I studied 12 years in a Methodist 
Institution – ten years at Methodist 
Girls’ School and two years at the 
Anglo-Chinese Junior College; after 
which, I did my undergraduate studies 
at the National University of Singapore 
under a Ministry of Education Teaching 
Award and graduated with a 2nd 
Upper Honours in History (2010). I 
went on to do a Postgraduate Diploma 
in Education (PGDE) at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE) and started 
my teaching career in Catholic Junior 
College in June 2011.

HOW IT ALL STARTED…
This is a picture of me when I was 
young. Since I was 10, my dream has 
been to be a teacher, just like my 
mother. She often brought me to her 
school during the holidays when she 

had extra lessons and I remember 
watching her teach her students from 
the back of the classroom, marking 
their work at home, and I felt that 
everything she did was so fascinating 
and cool. At that time, my whole family 
did not take me seriously and thought 
that I would eventually change my 
mind – my parents had wanted me 
to become a lawyer.  Nevertheless, 
throughout my secondary school and 
junior college education, I was still very 
sure that I wanted to be a teacher, even 
though my mother had secretly hoped 
that my 7-month relief teaching stint 
in an all-boys secondary school would 
change my mind… but it did not. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY  
& BELIEFS… 
It was at NIE where I had to concretise 
my teaching philosophy and beliefs. 
Previously, I chose teaching as a career 
out of interest and passion, but never 
really thought about my role until I 

I REFLECT... THEREFORE I AM 
— CLARA-ANN KHOO, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2010 — 

“ I chose teaching as a 
career out of interest and 
passion, but never really 
thought about my role 
until I went for my first 

e-Portfolio lesson. “
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went for my first e-Portfolio lesson. 
As a teacher, I see myself guiding my 
students as they try to make sense of 
where they are headed. I do not want 
to dictate the route that they should 
take to reach their final destination. 
Instead, I will lay down the alternative 
routes and equip them with the 
necessary directions (skills and know-
how) so that they can undertake the 
journey themselves. Like the saying 
goes, if you spoon-feed a child, all 
he or she will learn is the shape of 
the spoon. This essentially mirrors 
my personal belief that one should 
not hand-hold the students too 
much, if not they will never truly 
learn. Furthermore, good teaching 
and effective learning involve the 
transmission and retention of certain 
life-long skills and values that would 
be useful even after formal schooling 
has ended. Last but not least, I will 
also tell my students what my mother 
taught me when I was younger, that 
“success is 1% intelligence and 99% 
hard work”.

“ Some are born great, some achieve 
greatness and some have greatness 
thrust upon them. ”  – Twelfth Night, 
William Shakespeare.

In the same way, some are naturally 
reflective by nature, some achieve it by 
practising and others are forced to be 
reflective. In my case, the e-Portfolio 
was the first thing that set me on 
the path of becoming a reflective 
practitioner.  Before my practicum, I 
had utilised the platform to document 

the pedagogical skills and knowledge 
that I had acquired (see Figure 1 
above). This allowed me to record and 
look back on what I had learnt in NIE 
so that I could apply it when I started 
teaching proper. I was also taught how 
to go about reflecting on my lessons 

TEACHING STRATEGIES [II] –SAC:

Structured Academic Controversy 
- A cooperative learning strategy will 
ideally benefit students by building 
positive interdependence as they gather 
information from each other in order 
to move closer towards coming to a 
common conclusion.
 
THE FIVE STEPS INVOLVED ARE:
1. Preparation and presentation of 

students’ initial position

2. Present and advocate their position

3. Open discussion (refutation of 
opposition position and rebuttal of 
attacks of one’s own position)

4. Reverse perspective

5. Synthesis and integration of 
information into a joint position

Figure 1. Teaching Philosophy 1 
(Excerpt from e -Portfolio)

“ Good teaching and 
effective learning involve 

the transmission and 
retention of certain life-

long skills and values that 
would be useful even 
after formal schooling 

has ended. “
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“ Subsequently, I used the e-Portfolio platform during 
my practicum to document sample lesson plans, 

reflections, as well as my takeaways from the whole 
experience. This allowed me to reflect on my teaching 
and served as a reminder as to which areas I needed 

to improve on. “

during my History pedagogy classes 
where my teacher would always get 
us to critique on what went well, as 
well as how we could improve our 
lesson plans.

Subsequently, I used the e-Portfolio 
platform during my practicum to 
document sample lesson plans, 
reflections, as well as my takeaways 
from the whole experience (see ‘Plan 
B’ figure above). This allowed me to 
reflect on my teaching and served as 
a reminder as to which areas I needed 
to improve on.

Thereafter, I found myself reflecting 
almost automatically after each lesson I 
had conducted – specifically, what had 
worked, what did not and the areas to 
improve on for the next lesson in the 
form of a template (see next page).

THE ART OF BEING REFLECTIVE 
Looking back, I found myself doing two 
types of reflection – the first is ongoing 
review and revision during a lesson itself, 
while the second type takes place post-
lesson. With regard to the former, I find 
myself doing it constantly every time 
I teach a class. For instance, at times, 
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I had to slow down the pace when I 
observed that students did not seem 
to be following the flow of the lesson; 
other times, there were students who 
had certain doubts or questions that 
I needed to address before moving 
on. On certain occasions, I also had 
to readjust the scheme of work and 
carry over what I had initially planned 
to another day to ensure that I was not 
moving too fast ahead of my students.

With regard to post-lesson reviews, 
it was necessary for me to look back 
and recall how my students were 
responding to my teaching so that I 
could make necessary adjustments 
for the following lesson. For example, 
during the first tutorial, every group 
was supposed to present their points of 
discussion to the class using a butcher 
paper but due to time constraints, only 
one group managed to present and I 

41e-Portfolio in Teacher Education



also observed that the rest of the class 
was not as engaged as I would have 
liked them to be. In view of this, for 
the second tutorial with another class, 
I revised my lesson plan and carried 
out a gallery walk instead, where every 
student would take turns to write 
comments and/or give feedback on 
post-its and stick them on each group’s 
butcher paper (see image below).

Thus, in order to be a reflective 
practitioner, I find it necessary to 
keep an open mind, view things 
from different perspectives and 
seek alternative ways to engage my 
students in the event that I have to 
change the way I teach. 

Lastly, besides the e-Portfolio platform 
and my own process of recording and 
analysing what worked or did not work 
in the classroom, regular feedback 
from my mentor and reporting officer 
also helped me to identify certain 
areas for improvements and to 
generate possible solutions. 

REFLECTING ON THE ART OF 
BEING REFLECTIVE
The two main areas of my teaching 
that have improved as a result of 
constant reflection and revision, are 
that of content delivery and student 
engagement.

It was through observing my 
students’ reaction as well as from 
the feedback given by my Head of 
Department (HOD), who observed 
one of my lectures, that I realised the 

When I compared the two lessons, 
the second one was more effective 
in that the students became more 
active participants in the learning 
process as they gave feedback and 
their opinions as opposed to just being 
passive listeners. Even after making 
the changes, I realised that there were 
further improvements that could have 
been made, for example, I could have 
given the students some guiding 
questions and/or specific perimeters 
on what to comment on as opposed 
to leaving it to them. Therefore, for 
my third and final tutorial that week 
with another class, I prepared a set of 
questions for the students to use as 
they went about the gallery walk (see 
image on the right).
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importance of delivering less content 
and engaging the students more. 
I was told that beginning teachers 
like me have the tendency to try and 
cover too much content. I also found 
myself being more task-oriented at 
times at the expense of my students’ 
learning. To cite an example, for one 
lecture on the Arab-Israeli conflict (a 
topic that is very content-heavy), the 
feedback given by my HOD was that 
I could afford to be more selective of 
the content I wanted to deliver and 
to regulate my pace as I was moving 
too fast for the students to absorb 
effectively. This was corroborated with 
what I also observed during the last 10 
minutes of the lecture where I wanted 
to move on to the next slide but the 
students wanted more time to take 
notes. In retrospect, if I had been more 
selective in my content and taught at a 
slower pace, the students would have 
been more engaged and be better 
able to retain the new knowledge.

While there are tangible positive 
outcomes of being a reflective 
practitioner as seen from above, the 
art of being reflective also has certain 

“ ... the good thing about being a reflective teacher 
is that the reflections serve as a record I can refer to 
and it also can be utilised to share certain teaching 

strategies that worked or did not work so well in 
my classroom. It is therefore necessary for teachers 
to reflect on their craft so that they can continually 

improve their classroom teaching. “

challenges. The reality of being in a real 
classroom is that I was hard pressed 
for time to do regular reflections as I 
had done during my practicum. As a 
result, I found myself doing more on-
going evaluation during the course of 
the lesson as opposed to penning my 
reflections. Furthermore, the demands 
of being a beginning teacher are more 
than what was expected of me during 
my practicum. Thus, the frequency of 
the occasions where I did manage to 
pen down my post-lesson observations 
with as much detail as before has 
greatly reduced. Instead, what I found 
myself doing more was writing short 
remarks/reflections on my ‘Teacher 
Record’ book or making notes on my 
lesson plan itself as a reference. 

All in all, despite the challenges, the 
good thing about being a reflective 
teacher is that the reflections serve as 
a record I can refer to and it also can 
be utilised to share certain teaching 
strategies that worked or did not work 
so well in my classroom. It is therefore 
necessary for teachers to reflect on 
their craft so that they can continually 
improve their classroom teaching.  
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“This child whose life I touch with 
mine is like a piece of clay I take his 
gentle will in hand and shape it day 
by day.” – Author Unknown.

BACKGROUND
My journey to 
teaching started as 
a pupil, wide-eyed 
and without a clue 
as to the amount of 
effort my teachers’ 

put into their lessons. They inculcated 
a passion for learning and ignited a 
spirit of exploration beyond the four 
walls of the classroom.  This took 
me to signing on as a Ministry of 
Education (MOE) Teaching Scholar in 
2008, which lent itself to spending 
four years studying Psychology 
(Hons) at the National University of 
Singapore (NUS). In 2012, I began an 
unforgettable time of teacher-training 
at the National Institute of Education 
(NIE). Being awarded the NIE Gold 
Medal at the end of it humbled me 
as I now had to bridge theory with 
practice. In 2013, I completed my 

“ I believe that children are our future. Hence, 
teachers must invest wholeheartedly in their 

teaching and learning.  Hence, teachers must invest 
wholeheartedly in their teaching and learning. “

LEARNING TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE 
— KB RYNA MAHINDAPALA, PGDE PRIMARY 2012 — 

practicum at First Toa Payoh Primary 
School. Today, I continue to teach 
a heart-warming group of children 
there. They are my inspiration. 

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY
As a beginning teacher, I am aware 
of the challenge to keep up with 21st 
century problems and trends in order 
to engage pupils who are born in this 
time and age. Once, the task of the 
teacher was tied to the classroom. 
However, today’s classrooms call 
for teachers to “prepare virtually all 
students’ for higher order thinking and 
performing skills once reserved only 
to a few” (Darling-Hammond, 2006).  
Teaching is no longer confined to the 
textbook. In recent years, there has 
been a call to bring learning to life. 
In this light, teachers must articulate 
a teaching philosophy – a “motto”.  
Mine echoes from George Benson’s 
“Greatest Love of All” as follows:

I believe that children are our 
future. Hence, teachers must invest 
wholeheartedly in their teaching 
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and learning. It is my secret hope 
that as my pupils look back on 
their school-going days, they will 
remember things that go beyond 
content knowledge. Instead, they will 
remember friends and teachers who 
encouraged them to maximise their 
potential. Also, in key milestones of 
learning where they were pushed to 
be more than they can be.

Teach them well and let them lead 
the way. I believe that a positive 
self-esteem will lead to greater 
confidence and poise. As a teacher, it 
is my role to develop their strengths 
by giving them opportunities to 
showcase their many talents and 
room to make mistakes even in their 
weaknesses. Instead, a teacher should 
spur them on to improve. Most 
importantly, a teacher should never 
be discouraging, for this will set the 
stage for failure right from the outset. 
For example, saying “You can do it!” 
rather than “You’ll never be able to 
do it”. We want to ignite an intrinsic 
motivation to help them realise 
a love of learning. This is a far cry 
from extrinsic sources of motivation 

that contribute to high stress levels 
in our education system today. If 
intrinsic motivation is encouraged, 
learning becomes self-directed, not 
by its external rewards, but by the 
joy of acquiring knowledge. 

Finally, I believe that the laughter 
of children is sometimes taken 
for granted. In our context, many 
pupils may come from broken 
homes where daily living depends 
on meagre earnings. I would love to 
see children feel secure, warm and 
comfortable in our schools. Only 
then, can they be in the right mind-
set for learning.

To many, this philosophy may seem 
idealistic. I must admit these initial 
thoughts needed to be reshaped. 
Perhaps, I needed a reality check 
by the mentorship of experienced 
teachers in the field. In addition, 
I needed a platform to put these 
personal philosophies to the test. As 
I began my next phase in teacher-
training, NIE became that opportune 
platform to develop and hone my 
teaching skills. 

“ As coursework progressed, V3SK were 
emphasised in its various forms. 

We developed a teacher identity through 
the articulation of our teaching philosophy 
via online platforms or through organised 

interactions such as the Group Endeavours in 
Service Learning (GESL) programme. ” 
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BELIEFS IN CONTEXT: HOW NIE 
SHAPED MY VIEWS ON TEACHING 
& LEARNING
The V3SK framework functions as 
a checklist by which teachers can 
keep track of their growth, namely 
of their strengths, weaknesses and 
areas for improvement. The V3SK 
framework was first introduced 
to us upon stepping into NIE. As 
coursework progressed, V3SK were 
emphasised in its various forms. We 
developed a teacher identity through 
the articulation of our teaching 
philosophy via online platforms or 
through organised interactions such 
as the Group Endeavours in Service 
Learning (GESL) programme.

These competencies are important as 
they highlight the need for awareness 
and capacity building as a teacher 
in Singapore’s education system. 
Learning becomes dynamic rather 
than static, as each teacher seeks 
to improve oneself. To me, the first 
segment of professional practice 
entails that a teacher seizes every 
opportunity to encourage learning. 
The leadership and management 

component of the V3SK model I take to 
reflect a leader who wins the hearts and 
minds of pupils. Such a teacher sees the 
value in developing and working with 
other stakeholders including parents 
and communities. Unfortunately, not 
all teachers have the same level of 
competence in all areas from the outset. 
The two ideas of capacity building and 
awareness raising, lie on a spectrum 
of competencies. Hence, being aware 
is not enough. Rather, we should 
progress to “doing”. This framework 
therefore helps us beginning teachers 
to identify the competencies we need 
and continue to build upon them in 
our professional journey. 

The foremost area of concern was the 
developing our pedagogical skills. 
The introduction to inquiry-based 
learning and investigative case based 
learning (ICBL) opened opportunities 
for us to engage, explore, explain, 
elaborate and evaluate existing 
theories in Science. The hands-
on approach of learning by doing 
allowed student teachers to pick up 
these skills quickly. Having to present 
micro-lessons to a make-believe class 
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made up of fellow student teachers 
was entertaining yet enriching. It was 
in these safe environments that we 
stumbled over our facts, stuttered at 
some presentations or dropped the 
teacher’s pointer out of nervousness. 
Here, I witnessed how fellow student 
teachers grow more confident in 
their pedagogy, people management 

“ As the pioneer batch 
of e-Portfolio users, we 

were encouraged to 
take ownership of our 

learning by continuously 
reflecting on our 

teaching practices. ” 

skills and self-management skills. 
Fortunately, it was a process that 
didn’t go undocumented. As the 
pioneer batch of e-Portfolio users, we 
were encouraged to take ownership 
of our learning by continuously 
reflecting on our teaching practices. 
Here is a snippet of my e-Portfolio on 
Inquiry-Based Learning in Science:
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Another key area in the V3SK model is 
the development of teacher identity. 
Again, this could only occur out of 
a shared purpose. Our GESL groups 
allowed this shared purpose to take 
root and flourish. We wanted to give 
back to the community.

As the e-Portfolio was borne out of 
the online platform, many of our 
teacher-related tasks began lending 
itself to such multimedia platforms. In 

our information and communications 
technology (ICT) modules, we rode the 
bandwagon of self-directed learning 
(SDL), creating lesson plans where 
pupils researched for information and 
exchanged ideas virtually.

As time passed, such reflective 
practices became a norm for each 
course of study in NIE. It could be 
applied to any content area. Such 
reflections urged us to pinpoint 

“ Such reflections 
urged us to pinpoint 

our weaknesses 
and reflect on our 

strengths. ” 
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our weaknesses and reflect on our 
strengths. We took full advantage 
of this to share, comment and 
post photos of our projects and to 
consolidate our ideas. Below is a 
snippet of a conversation, in response 
to a PowerPoint presentation posted 
on my e-Portfolio.  Truly, it reflects the 
spark of discussion.
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Finally, we focused on Assessment 
for learning (AfL) and Assessment of 
learning (AoL) in the various content 
areas. This relationship determines 
how much a pupil has learnt and the 
missing gaps of information which 
must be filled. We learnt to define 
intended learning objectives, then 
measure selected learning outcomes. 
This was followed by a comparison 
of our pupils’ outcomes with the 
intended objectives. Lastly, the lesson 
was redesigned to improve learning. 
Our e-Portfolio was a good platform 
to voice such assessment types.
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“Teachers are mentors and role 
models to their pupils. They influence 
young minds and inculcate strong 
social and moral values through 
word and deed, within and outside 
the classroom. They must impart to 
pupils learning skills, thinking skills 
and life skills to cope with the future; 
an attitude of continuous learning 
and improvement and a sense of 
commitment and belonging to 
Singapore.” MOE ‘Teachers in Society 
(2009)’.

BRIDGING THE THEORY-PRACTICE 
NEXUS: STEPPING INTO THE 
CLASSROOM OF TODAY 
Learning never stops. Having 
internalised these theories of teaching 
and learning, honing pedagogical 
skills and practising assessment types, 
we were thrown head-first into the 
real-world where our idealisms were 
put to the test.  Fortunately, NIE’s 
culture of resource-building and 
sharing continues to ring true as I see 
beginning teachers and experienced 
teachers alike show a common 
purpose in the fraternity. 

As a beginning teacher, my teacher 
identity is constantly being shaped 
and re-shaped. Though mistakes are 
made, I have learnt to overcome them. 
As such, the moulding of character 
not only comes from developing 
pupils. It stems from a purposeful 
teacher identity seeking to impact the 
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learning environment and culture of 
our students.

On my first day of teaching, I stepped 
into the classroom with bated breath. 
Eager eyes followed my stride towards 
the teacher's table. “Good morning, 
children! My name is Ms. Ryna and I am 
your form teacher this year”. It’s a fresh 
start to the new school year with clean 
classrooms, bright faces, unfamiliar 
books and energised teachers. In bold 
strokes I write across the whiteboard 
“Reach for the Stars!” and below it 
“Our 3 class rules”. A boy with big, dark 
eyes gingerly raised his hand. “Teacher, 
may I ask you something? How do we 
reach for stars if we must; Rule No 2:  Be 
seated quietly in class?” 

Teaching has been a journey albeit an 
arduous but rewarding one. Each day, 
I am stumped by interesting questions 
ranging from “Why must I write another 
composition?” to “Why is the sky blue?” 
to “I don’t have enough fingers to add 14 
to 11. Is there another way?” It seems to 
be that these young, inquisitive minds 
have begun to formulate questions. 
Fortunately, these who-what-when-

“ As a beginning teacher, my teacher identity is 
constantly being shaped and re-shaped. Though 

mistakes are made, I have learnt to overcome them. 
As such, the moulding of character not only comes 
from developing pupils. It stems from a purposeful 

teacher identity seeking to impact the learning 
environment and culture of our students. ” 

where-why-how questions never run 
dry once they are engaged.  Rather 
than a top-down approach to learning, 
these questions seem to serve as a 
good gauge of their misunderstanding 
– a signpost of what they have learnt 
and how they learn.

I have also come to experience first-
hand something that senior teachers 
and mentors have been in-the-know 
about: children CRAVE attention. 
In the primary classroom, dealing 
with Alex who throws a tantrum to 
complimenting Jane who eagerly 
shoves a drawing of her cat to my 
face or disciplining Daniel who has 
punched Jackson clean across the face 
is a daily affair – sometimes all at once.

In order to deal with these challenges, 
the Dewey form of reflection 
(Dewey, 1993) encourages teachers 
to activate their consciousness to 
effectively and positively reshape 
their world, environment and school. 
Such purposeful thinking will help 
beginning teachers reflect on their 
own actions and by extension, develop 
a greater awareness of right and wrong.
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Reflection continues to feature heavily 
in my everyday work.  I often pen my 
thoughts in the form of a teacher 
journal, taking note of behavioural 
improvements or little surprising 
developments. Often, this turns into 
a repository of information when 
meeting with parents or while referring 
a case to the school counsellor. I rely 
on such reflections to keep track of my 
pupils’ progress in school.

In addition to this, reflection takes 
centre stage during conversations 
with mentors and experienced 
teachers in the staffroom. Often, 
these reflective practices involve 
thinking through a situation 
objectively before coming up with 
solutions from all angles.

A firm but loving stance is what I have 
learnt to develop. How often have we 

heard the words “I scold you because 
I love you”?  As classroom teachers, 
counsellors, parents, policemen to 
those in our charge, the motto “Put 
your pupils’ learning and well-being 
foremost. Everything else will fall in 
place” rings true.

LOOKING AHEAD
At the end of a tiring school day, 
one may ask, “How have I made 
a difference?” Well, recall that 
inquisitive boy who pointed out those 
contradictory class rules, the bright 
girl who asked a dozen questions or 
the boy who apologised to his friend 
respectfully then shared a sandwich 
with him. Yes, we aim to mould 
FUTURE engineers, doctors, lawyers, 
politicians. However, as a teacher 
TODAY, you have made an indelible 
mark in their school experience – and 
you will be remembered for it.  
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ONE STEP AT A TIME: MY 
TEACHING PHILOSOPHY
The journey I took to arrive at my 
teaching philosophy, one that is 
workable in the Singapore context, 
and something I personally believe 
in, began in the National Institute of 
Education (NIE). It was a process that 
took a great deal of time, because a 
teaching philosophy is not as simple or 
as simplistic as saying, “I teach because 
I can”, or because “I like children”. 
Admittedly, I have casually mentioned 
such reasons whenever I was asked why 
I wanted to be a teacher. My time in NIE 
has given me more questions than it has 
answers; fortunately, philosophers and 
educators like Socrates would say this is 
a good thing.

I have questions because we have 
been presented with much dualism 
and alternatives. For example, there 
are various educational philosophies, 
such as idealism, perennialism, and 
pragmatism. Many would share my 
sentiments when I say that there are 
aspects to each which are valuable, so 
much so that it is difficult to arrive at a 
one size fits all philosophy.

So I began with a book. In an English 
Language tutorial, my tutor, Mr. Ken 
Mizusawa, recommended Paulo 
Friere’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 

TEACHING WITH HEAD AND HEART 
— CHERMAINE GOH, PGDE SECONDARY 2013 — 

Friere is a Brazilian educator who was 
born to a middle class family but 
dealt into poverty and hunger during 
the Great Depression of the 1930s. 
This shaped his educational concerns 
for the poor and those suffering in 
poverty. In his book, Friere mentioned 
fascinating ideas like “education as 
an instrument of oppression or as an 
instrument for liberation”.

Two main ideas captured my attention: 
firstly, what he calls the ‘banking’ 
concept of education. He states that 
when teachers tell students that *‘Four 
times four is sixteen; *the capital of France 
is Paris’, and watch the student record, 
memorise, and repeat these phrases 
without perceiving what four times 
four really means, or realising the true 
significance of ‘capital’, this is a form of 
insidious oppression, because education 
then becomes a mere act of depositing. 
Simply, it negates knowledge creation as 
process of real inquiry.

Secondly, the teacher cannot think 
for the students, nor can s/he impose 
their thought on them. Real thinking, 
thinking that is concerned about reality, 
only takes place in communication, 
and dialogue.

In a sense, learning can be measured in 
terms of self-actualisation, or the ability 
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to rationalise, and the empowerment 
with freedom to know. Clearly, the 
existentialist favours the Socratic method 
of questioning or what we know here 
as critical thinking, a practice I believe 
should happen in every one of my 
classes. As such, my teaching philosophy 
is simple: 

I seek to teach students to think for 
themselves, rationally and reasonably. 

The question to ask is: How does one 
measure the success of critical thinking 
in classes?

SPEAKING IN A LANGUAGE 
THEY UNDERSTAND: STUDENT-
CENTRICITY 
In my Secondary Three Normal 
(Academic) Literature class, I face a sea 
of repeat offenders who consistently 
misbehave. A few of these students have 
repeated their third year in secondary 
school twice, and are unafraid of parental 
authority. After teaching this class for the 
first few weeks, I found myself defeated 
after each lesson, and for a while, ‘dealt 
with’ disillusionment by creating overly 
structured lesson plans to ensure the 
completion of curriculum. There was 
little critical thinking, and too much of 
frontal teaching.

However, I also knew that I could 
not give up completely. If I did not 
teach them to critically question the 
values of civilisation and the power of 
irrationality inherent in their ‘Lord of 
the Flies’ novel, I would be remiss in 
my duties as their Literature teacher. If I 

focused on the quantity rather than the 
quality of my lessons, little of what was 
taught would be translated into actual 
learning and thinking.

In fact, I soon realised that simply 
showing patience and deliberate care 
went a long way. In such a class, the 
most effective weapon to use was 
determined patience. Despite any antics 
the class pulled, I continued to teach as 
though their actions could not upset 
me. I dismissed the stereotypes playing 
in my mind, and allowed myself time 
to get to know their favourite music, 
hangout spots after school, and favourite 
teachers. I found out what riled them up 
(an unreasonable teacher, a nagging 
parent) and what excited them (new 
applications or music on their mobile 
phones). I persisted in getting to the 
heart of the problem with regard to their 
misbehavior, so as to focus on building 
their self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986).
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With a more holistic picture of my 
students as individuals rather than a 
group of wayward youths, my approach 
towards them changed. I focused on 
promoting a healthy sense of self-
respect so as to increase their motivation 
for personal success. Slowly, most of 
these students saw the doggedness of 
my determination, and the conscious 
ways I redefined success in my class: 
success was having tried one’s best. 
I think it spoke to them in ways my 
chiding could not. I began to see that a 
few of my students started developing 
an interest in the subject and recovered 
more quickly from setbacks such as 
a low grade in a common test. It was 
heartening to see the few students 
blossom under the strength of self-belief.

MY EXPERIENCE WITH 
e-PORTFOLIO: THE NEED TO 
REFLECT
The motivating factor through this 
experience came from moments of 
deep reflection: when I found myself 
unable to forget the heavy responsibility 
upon me – the burden of education, 
coupled with one of my school’s values: 
resilience (V3SK: teacher identity). I 
found that I needed to remember my 
reason for teaching, and never lose sight 
of it. Referring to my e-Portfolio and 

reflective blog entries strengthened 
my resolve to stay true to myself and 
my beliefs that I had concretised 
during my time in NIE. As such, I know 
the necessity of constantly learning 
new ways to engage my students on 
a personal level, and to give myself 
time to establish myself as the kind of 
teacher that I want to be for them.

Indeed, my experiences with journaling 
online through the e-Portfolio and 
my own personal blog have shown 
me the benefits of thinking through 
ideas and concepts carefully, and then 
recording these ideas down for the 

“ I found that I needed to remember my reason for 
teaching, and never lose sight of it. Referring to my 
e-Portfolio and reflective blog entries strengthened 

my resolve to stay true to myself and my beliefs 
that I had concretised during my time in NIE. ”

“ My experiences with 
journaling online through 

the e-Portfolio and my 
own personal blog have 
shown me the benefits 

of thinking through ideas 
and concepts carefully, 

and then recording 
these ideas down for the 
encouragement of other 

readers in the online 
community. ”
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encouragement of other readers in the 
online community. As the Literature Co-
ordinator for the Secondary Two Express 
and Normal (Academic) level, I have had 
the privilege of testing out different 
forms of Literature assessment. One of 
the formative assessment tasks was to 
upload reflections on the class Literature 
blog. Students were asked to reflect 
upon the theme of the play, and post 
their responses to character motivations. 
Reading their posts on the blog was eye-
opening for me, because I saw the ways 
in which students learnt different turns of 
phrase from each other. Also, they could 
comment on or ‘like’ the posts their 
peers uploaded; evidence that students 
were reading their classmates’ posts. In 
a similar way, the e-Portfolio showcase 
during Focused Conversations allowed 
for a deeper and more meaningful 
discussion about ourselves; not only 
could we upload various artefacts, we 
could customise the appearance of the 
portal to reflect our own personalities. It 
was an enriching experience to use this 
avenue for sharing.

THE WAY FORWARD: KNOWLEDGE 
OF THE SELF
Indeed, 2014 is an exciting time to 
be a teacher. The understanding of 
‘education’ has placed a focus on 
values education, most clearly displayed 
in the form of Values-In-Action (VIA) 
component of every student’s learning 
journey in Secondary school. Since values 
are more easily caught than taught, the 
onus is on the teacher to embody the 
values of social responsibility eschewed 
by our society. Quite evidently, this 
places pressure on the teacher to ‘have 
it all sorted out’.

I will be the first to admit that I struggle 
with a results-oriented second nature. I 
focus on flagging academic grades or a 
lack of motivation to do better; in doing 
so, I become impatient and harder on 
my students. This attitude of frustration 
is counter-productive; I can start to 
forget that I love my students for who 
they were. Also, I easily forgo teachable 
moments in the classroom, in favour of 
completing the tasks at hand.
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The VIA component in the school 
curriculum reminds me not to bulldoze 
my way through my lessons. Every 
hour a week, lesson time is set aside 
for the exploration of school values 
such as responsibility and humility. 
Speaking to my students in the 
context of a Civics lesson creates in 
me that necessary consciousness that 
education encapsulates both heart and 
mind. I encouraged them to actively 
question their reasons for choosing a 
particular beneficiary, and the need 
for genuine communication with 
them to discover their needs first. 
Also, I guided them through the 
planning of activities for their chosen 
beneficiary. Observing them list their 
talents and skills with a whiteboard 
marker served as a stark reminder to 
me that these students’ personhood 
made them more than numbers on a 
report card. This created the desired 
environment of social responsibility 
and engagement (V3SK, V3). 

Before my students can reach out to 
their community, they need to be 
affirmed that their diverse talents and 
gifts matter, and that each can bring 

something to the team, whether it 
was administrative skills, leadership or 
musical talents. I could not show that 
I cared for them as diverse individuals 
if I did not seek to get to know them 
individually, and give them access to 
understanding themselves. This is very 
much in line with the Ministry’s vision 
to help every child find his own talents, 
and emerge from school confident in 
his own abilities. I believe it starts with 
class-initiated projects such as our VIA. 
(V3SK, V1)

According to Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr., ‘an individual has not begun to live 
until he can rise above the narrow 
horizons of his particular individualist 
concerns to the broader concerns of all 
humanity.’ I see this journey as a slow 
but deliberate process of knowing the 
self before reaching to the community: 
knowing who I am, and helping my 
students know who they are, and who 
they can become.  

“ Since values are more 
easily caught than 

taught, the onus is on 
the teacher to embody 

the values of social 
responsibility eschewed 

by our society. ”

“ I see this journey as 
a slow but deliberate 

process of knowing the 
self before reaching 
to the community: 

knowing who I am, and 
helping my students 

know who they are, and 
who they can become. ”
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FOOTPRINTS 
— BY NG JIEYING, PGDE PRIMARY 2012 — 

“I was just having supper with a new-
found friend two days ago, and she 
asked for me to share my teaching 
journey. Looking back on my past three 
years, I am more than thankful to have 
embarked on this teaching journey.“

FIRST STEPS... 
DIRECTIONS, DIRECTIONS.
I was a very pragmatic person in 
the past, and pursued a University 
degree in Accountancy. However, 
having taught tuition in the first 
year of university and having gone 
through a 5-month teaching stint at 
a secondary school after my A-levels 
made me realise that I did enjoy 
teaching. During that teaching stint, 
I was fortunate for opportunities to 
plan materials and teach all three 
streams - Express, Normal (Academic) 
and Normal (Technical). 

While I enjoy interacting and imparting 
knowledge to the youths, teaching 
has always been “plan Z”. I had the 
impression that teaching would 
be a career where I could apply for 
anytime, thus, I might be better off 
venturing other jobs first. Being one 
who has “survived” fairly well in our 
local education system, I thought I 
could and I should accomplish more 
in life. That meant having a cushy job 
in the central business district (CBD) 

and engaging in interactions at the 
financial markets’ forefront. I did have 
a taste of that accomplishment, having 
been through an internship in a global 
German bank, and having embarked 
on my first career in one of the Big 4 
auditing firms. I was thankful for the 
opportunities and challenges given, 
and for the teams I worked with. 
However, there was still emptiness in 
my heart which could not be satisfied.

I realised that the financial sector was 
where I had yearned to be during my 
undergraduate studies in the Business 
School. But after having “been there, 
done that”, I was directionless. I 
could not envision myself pursuing a 
lifelong career in the financial sector. 
It was only then, that I was brought 
back to my first love - teaching.

Meanwhile, I had begun serving 
as a regular volunteer with TOUCH 
Young Arrows (TYA, a service of TOUCH 
Community Services). I came in touch 
with children from lower income and 
single parent families. Volunteering 
in TYA was, and still is, a humbling 
experience. In 2011, I encountered 
God and as I continued serving, I 
slowly discovered my gift from Him, 
to be a listener of children’s hearts and 
be sensitive to their needs. I felt the 
ability to engage with the children and 
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use my experiences to impact them. 
Ultimately, He granted me the courage 
to make a career switch to teaching.

“Each of you should use whatever gift 
you have received to serve others, as 
faithful stewards of God’s grace in its 
various forms... if anyone serves, they 
should do it with the strength God 
provides.” – 1 Peter 4:10-11a (NIV). 
After one round of contract teaching 
and studying in the Postgraduate 
Diploma in Education (PGDE) 
programme in the National Institute of 
Education (NIE), I have returned to my 
alma mater, Rosyth School, to become 
a Mathematics teacher in the Gifted 
Education Programme (GEP). It was as 
though I had just gone through a full 
cycle of benefiting through education, 
and now, a new cycle begins for me to 
return to where I belong, to impart my 
knowledge to the next generation.

STEPPING UP... 
EQUIPPING MYSELF.
Knowing what I am called for 
was really just the beginning of 
this teaching journey, and I was 
conscious that as much as I had the 
heart to teach, my skill sets were 
very limited. The six months of 
contract teaching before I entered 
NIE was indeed training ground. I 
taught in a boys’ school, where I had 
a quarter of my class of Primary Three 
pupils with various needs -- ranging 
from Dyslexia to Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), school 
refusal to anger management issues. 
Having taught my Primary Two class 

also made me realise the importance 
of being systematic and consistent, 
recalling an experience of taking more 
than 2 periods to complete the filing of 
Mathematics worksheets.

It was during contract teaching 
though, that I learned one of the most 
powerful hand signals (most powerful 
indeed -- it is a school-wide common 
discipline signal) to gather attention 
and discipline the boys. It was also 
then, that the hands-on experience 
in classrooms set me thinking how I 
could better pitch my lessons for the 
seven to twelve-year-olds. Hearing for 
the umpteenth time the principal’s 
three priorities -- character, character 
and character -- for the students in the 
school, it resounded in me deeply, the 
need for character and moral education 
in our present education landscape.

Soon after, I began my PDGE 
programme in NIE. The one word 
summary of my NIE journey was 
definitely “overwhelming”. I am not 
here to paint a rosy picture of my 
teaching (and learning) journey -- one 
with sweet-smelling magnolias and 
joyous chirping of the birds in a vast 
lusciously green field -- NOPE. The 
barely one year, or to be more exact, 
eight months (excluding holidays 
and all) in NIE was sardine packed 
with tutorial, assignments and tests.
Not trying to gripe about it, but the 
NIE period was a genuine reflection 
of what teachers (dedicated teachers 
may I clarify) will potentially face 
when actual teaching begins.
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If you are reading this article now, and 
you are indeed feeling overwhelmed, 
then my advice is really:

“Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to 
pass; it’s about learning to dance in the 
rain.” – Vivian Greene.

Being placed in the NIE environment 
with many teacher-wannabes, there 
were in-depth, varied and even comical 
anecdotes during contract teaching, 
which presented themselves to be 
rich discussion material. Nothing beats 
authentic experiences and difficulties 
faced by our own batch mates merely 
months ago.

As we presented our assignments 
through the series of micro-teaching, 
presentations and even readers’ theatre, I 
was brought through one crash course of 
the primary school syllabus. Nonetheless, 
that was a golden opportunity for me to 
pick up pedagogical knowledge and 
arrays of approaches. Through all the 
feedback and questions posted after 
every tutorial mate’s presentation, I could 
reflect upon some dos and don’ts for my 
teaching. It was a bonus that while I was 
in NIE, I was concurrently serving at TYA. 
The weekly interactions with children 
created platforms for me to hone and 
fine tune the array of new pedagogies I 
was equipped with.

Eager as I may, it was the children’s 
learning difficulties – very real ones – 
that set me re-thinking how I could 
refine my instruction and delivery of 
content.

This learning episode that struck me in 
surprise. During one session in TYA, I saw 

one 6-year-old child getting confused over 
naming a particular picture of a "kettle" as a 
"pot", simply because the picture card that 

we used to teach him what a "pot" is differed 
from that in the book. Though convenient, 

it does not warrant us to simply go with the 
flow of available materials, but rather, always 

question whether the materials we use may 
aid in the child's learning and not create 
confusion in the child. This extends even 

to the delivery of instruction and choice of 
words we use -- for this is how impressionable 

children may be.
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This was a common learning difficulty in the 
subtraction of whole numbers. During one 
session in TYA, I saw one child making this 

error, and it set me thinking how I could, at 
that instance, provide timely intervention for 

this misconception.

The use of manipulatives to scaffold the word problem on the whiteboard.

While hearing and learning from my 
peers had been enriching, the times I 
had learnt most were definitely when 
I was tasked to plan for microteaching 
lessons. I explicitly remembered 
the one I needed to conduct for a 
Mathematics problem solving question 
on average. I took a bold step to 
steer off from using PowerPoint 
presentations – a platform preferred by 
many NIE trainees. PowerPoint slides 
conveniently structure the lesson flow 
and also serve to keep teachers’ delivery 
on track, lest we forget what to teach. 
However, I realised that for a student-
centric classroom to take place, we 
should venture into co-constructing 
knowledge with the students. That 
may take place using a visual sketch-
pad, which, in the classroom setting, 
is simply the whiteboard. Therefore, 
I attempted the use of manipulatives 
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and the whiteboard to breakdown the 
entire problem sum with my peers. 
My lesson flow depended greatly on 
their responses. I still recalled that my 
hands were perpetually shaking during 
the micro-teaching session as I bore 
in mind my instructional objectives! 
Nonetheless, the price I paid with the 
trembles and fidgets were affirming 
remarks and an authentic classroom 
teaching experience.

In addition to the assignments, another 
requirement for graduation from the 
programme was the creation and 
showcase of my e-Portfolio. At the 
onset, it sounded like a chore. I do not 
term myself as one “techy” Generation 
Y, so creating webpages was a 
daunting task for me. Thankfully, the 
perfectionist in me and the need for 
aesthetically pleasing outputs spurred 
me to gradually construct and refine 
my e-Portfolio. I proceeded to write 
a blog even and keep track of some 
thoughts and reflections as I went 
through the courses. I also included 
my experiences from my volunteering 
sessions, where some applications of 
pedagogy came in useful. I grew to like 
preparing for my e-Portfolio as it neatly 
compartmentalised my assignments 
and works for the various courses 
(suiting my personality as one who 
requires huge organisation of data and 
information). It even sets aside one page 
for my teaching philosophy.

During my practicum, I was involved in 
focus conversations where we shared 
experiences in NIE (at the beginning 

of practicum), and experiences during 
practicum (at the end of practicum). The 
e-Portfolio prepared my sharing during 
these sessions.

STEPPING OUT... 
FIRST TASTE OF “REAL” TEACHING
My 10-week teaching practicum was 
done in Rosyth School, where I taught 
the Primary Four and Five students. Of 
all the Graduand Teacher Competencies, 
I had really set myself to focus on 
providing quality learning to every child. 
By God’s grace, I could employ various 
methods to engage my students, while 
ensuring that learning took place in my 
classroom. My cooperating teachers 
(CTs) were immensely helpful, yet 
reasonable, in setting expectations, 
guiding and giving feedback.

One major takeaway during my 
practicum, was the “ONE AFI (area for 
improvement)” I ought to pinpoint after 
every lesson. It allowed me to reflect 
specifically upon one area that required 
improvement, then aim to improve 
in that area in the subsequent lesson. 
It helped me not get overwhelmed 
by the workload and observations as 
a practicum student, but rather, stay 
focused and slowly ease into teaching.

“ Of all the Graduand 
Teacher Competencies, 
I had really set myself to 

focus on providing quality 
learning to every child. ”
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One group of people whom I cannot 
miss learning from during my 
practicum, is definitely my students. 
Even at present, I am still grappling with 
setting meaningful tasks and formative 
assessments to gauge if learning has 
taken place in my classroom. Back 
during my practicum, I recalled one 
lesson observation which I thought I 
aced (or at least I felt good about it!) 
with improved classroom management, 
lesson planning and delivery. However, 
when I marked my students’ work, 
they were still filled with errors. I was 
stumped. After sitting down and 
running through the entire lesson in my 
mind, I realised my lesson actually did 
not anchor certain important learning 
objectives, and thus, my students 
could not fully grasp the concepts. That 
said, I conclude that such formative 
assessments provide the most genuine 
and practical feedback for my teaching. 

STEP-BY-STEP... 
FORMULATING MY BELIEFS.
Yes, if I should name one key takeaway 
from the PGDE programme, it is 
definitely the formulation of my 
teaching philosophy – which, in my 
preferred layman terminology, is my 
belief in teaching. 

Beliefs I hold close to heart as I grow 
as a teacher, are very much shaped 
by my own experiences as a student. I 
am one with really bad memory, more 
affectionately termed “STM” (Short Term 
Memory) by my peers, but the clearest 
I could remember were snippets 
of research projects and extensive 

reading programmes I attempted 
since my primary school days. It was 
also intriguing how my experience as a 
school kid differed from feedback I hear 
from the children of this generation.

Back in December 2012, I was involved 
in a TYA camp for Primary 6 students 
and I chanced upon this quote in one of 
the classrooms at the campsite.

“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum 
people up together to collect wood 
and don’t assign them tasks and work, 
but rather teach them to long for the 
endless immensity of the sea.” – Antoine 
de Saint-Exupéry.

It dawned upon me then, and 
gradually revealed to me after I spent 
hours of solitude by the beach the 
following week, how much I value 
the ignition of every student’s spark 
for learning within them. If pupils 
are akin to the shipbuilders, while I 
teach numerous reading and problem 
solving strategies, I am merely hand-

“ Yes, if I should name 
one key takeaway from 
the PGDE programme, 

it is definitely the 
formulation of my 

teaching philosophy – 
which, in my preferred 
layman terminology, is 
my belief in teaching... ”
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holding them and teaching them 
specific skills, examination skills for 
that matter. Nothing takes priority 
to the triggering of the child’s thirst 
for knowledge – the longing for the 
endless immensity of the sea. Once 
their curiosities are aroused, my role 
changes from the captain of the ship 
to a lighthouse, simply to direct every 
ship to their unique but adventurous 
journey out in the sea.

NEXT STEPS... 
INTO THE UNCHARTED WATERS.
While I cannot be certain how long 
or how far I am going to tread in 

this field, I can be assured now that 
I am enjoying and thankful for the 
moments, high or low, which I am 
experiencing as a “Miss Ng”. The 
subtle differences seen in each child, 
day after day, is still testimony of His 
goodness in using me as a vessel of 
love, to mould every life that passes 
through my hand.

“Faith never knows where it is being 
led, but it loves and knows the one 
who is leading.” – Oswald Chambers.

To wherever I am called, I will walk on. 
:)  

“ Nothing takes priority to the triggering of the child’s 
thirst for knowledge – the longing for the endless 

immensity of the sea. Once their curiosities are 
aroused, my role changes from the captain of the ship 

to a lighthouse, simply to direct every ship to their 
unique but adventurous journey out in the sea. “
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MY e-PORTFOLIO JOURNEY
AS A BEGINNING TEACHER 

— TAN SHIN EIK,  PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2010 — 

INTRODUCTION
My journey as a teacher-user of 
the e-Portfolio must begin with my 
first steps in choosing a career in 
education. The latter can be traced to 
the experience I had as a Peer Support 
Leader (PSL) in secondary school, 
where as a Secondary Four student I 
played the role of ‘Big Brother’ to the 
incoming Secondary One students, 
and I experienced for myself the 
transformative impact that one could 
have on the lives of the young. It was 
for me a deeply rewarding experience, 
and over the years I maintained those 
friendships and watched with pride as 
they grew into individuals who stood 
on their own two feet in this world.

Like many others, I was faced in 
junior college with the difficult 
decision of which career path to go 
down. When the opportunity came 
along to take a teaching scholarship, 
I was reminded of my own halcyon 
days as a PSL, and there was a 
yearning within me to recreate that 
experience. This was in spite of the 
calls of many of my peers and even 
teachers, who were hoping that I 
could aim for something ‘higher’. 
Notwithstanding that, my mind 

was set on teaching. At the point of 
writing, almost a decade has passed 
since I made that decision, and I am 
currently an Economics teacher at 
Nanyang Junior College (NJC).

“To ensure that your work is also a 
play, I recommend that you develop 
a personal mission statement. This 
will help you find what it is to enjoy 
so much that you lose track of time 
when you're doing it.” – American 
author, Ken Blanchard.

FINDING THE TEACHER WITHIN
In the intervening decade, life 
had offered me new insights, 
which themselves moulded my 
expectations of what I hoped to get 
out of a career. My personal proclivity 
to immerse myself in the task at 
hand also meant that I was very 
much focused on the here and now. 
When I took my first steps into the 
teaching fraternity as an untrained 
teacher, I was quickly engrossed in 
the act of being a classroom teacher: 
preparing lessons, delivering them, 
managing students, marking scripts, 
etc. Amidst all this, it was admittedly 
difficult to find time for reflection, 
to ask myself the crucial questions 
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of why I was here and what I hoped 
to achieve through teaching. I was 
losing track of time without really 
knowing where my time went to.

This was where the e-Portfolio 
came in. For me, the capacity of the 
e-Portfolio to engender reflections 
is its greatest strength. In creating 
my e-Portfolio and formulating my 
teaching philosophy, I not only had 
to ask the questions above, but 
also answer them in light of my life 
experiences for the past decade.

I came away from that process with 
a renewed sense of conviction; I 
wanted to prepare my students for 
life – for the curveballs that will come 
their way, for the difficult decisions 
that they will have to make, and for 
those times when they will have 
to pick themselves up and soldier 
on. I genuinely wanted to share 
my experiences and counsel with 
them, so that they can confidently 
carve their own paths in life. This 
was also when I realised that there 
is something within me that had not 
changed over the years: I wanted to 
help others reach higher, and further.

I am led to believe that people who 
join teaching do so for a myriad of 
reasons; by revisiting one’s initial 
motivation for doing so, one can 
hopefully reaffirm one’s conviction 
and passion for education, and in so 
doing truly dedicate oneself to one’s 
teaching responsibilities and one’s 
students. Who knows, you might just 
lose yourself in your job (in a good 
way, of course) after you have found 
what you were looking for.

PRESENTING, REFLECTING 
AND SHARING
Just before starting practicum, I recall 
that, like many of my National Institute 
of Education (NIE) classmates, I was 
all geared up to make an impact 
in the school that I was assigned 
to. And the e-Portfolio provided us 
with an opportunity to make that 
impact. One of the first things we 
did was to present our e-Portfolios 
to our School Coordinating Mentor 
(SCM). This I felt provided an 
excellent start to our practicum, 
as the presentation allowed us to 
introduce our professional selves 
to the school, through a showcase 
of what we had done so far. This 

“ For me, the capacity of the e-Portfolio to engender 
reflections is its greatest strength. In creating my 

e-Portfolio and formulating my teaching philosophy, 
I not only had to ask the questions above, but also 
answer them in light of my life experiences for the 

past decade. “
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naturally lent itself to a discussion 
of how we might be able to value-
add to the school, as we trainee 
teachers also shared on our hopes 
and aspirations for practicum, while 
the SCM provided useful pointers 
on the opportunities that we might 
benefit from during our stay. My SCM 
further commented that this was the 
first time in many years that she was 
able to get a good understanding of 
where each individual trainee teacher 
was coming from, and how she could 
help us grow as professionals.

As the practicum progressed, whilst 
updating the e-Portfolio I found myself 
actively reflecting on my pedagogical 
techniques. Lessons that left a smile 
on my face were documented as 
successes (and enthusiastically 
shared with colleagues), while lessons 
that I experienced problems with 
prompted a great deal of thinking 
on how they could be improved. 
My conversations with mentors and 
colleagues after my lessons added a 
further dimension of understanding 

to what worked and what did not. In 
recording these insights within my 
e-Portfolio, I was able to crystallise 
a set of pedagogical tools that was 
tried and tested, and crucially, aptly 
suited for my teaching style since 
it was developed through my own 
successes and setbacks.

Similarly, introspection featured 
strongly when practicum ended. Just 
as I had to take stock of what I hoped 
to achieve prior to practicum, upon 
its conclusion I looked back on my 
experience and identified for myself 
the areas that I knew I had to work 
on when I became a full-fledged 
teacher: a greater emphasis on exam 
skills, closer monitoring of weaker 
students, etc. With my renewed focus, 
I was relishing my future return to the 
classroom, and to improve on what I 
had done during practicum.

After we returned to NIE, our PGDE 
(Junior College) cohort had a 
‘Show & Tell’ session that allowed 
us to share our e-Portfolios with 

“ My conversations with mentors and 
colleagues after my lessons added a further 

dimension of understanding to what worked 
and what did not. In recording these insights 
within my e-Portfolio, I was able to crystallise 

a set of pedagogical tools that was tried 
and tested, and crucially, aptly suited for my 

teaching style since it was developed through 
my own successes and setbacks. “
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our classmates, where we were 
organised in concurrent sessions 
grouped around our teaching 
subjects. As it turned out, most of 
us did not share our e-Portfolio per 
se, but rather took the opportunity 
to share what we had learnt over the 
course of our practicum, through 
the aid of the e-Portfolio platform. 
It was particularly meaningful to 
see how each of us had taught the 
same topic using different methods, 
be it through videos, quizzes, 
real-life examples, or some novel 
information and communications 
technology (ICT ) application, and for 
us to talk through which method we 
felt was most effective. I was excited 
to learn of these diverse pedagogies 
as I made a mental note to try some 
of them myself in the future, and I 
believe many of my peers similarly 
benefited from that session.

Collectively, the opportunities 
offered by the e-Portfolio in terms 
of presentation, reflection, and 
sharing added to my learning and 

professional growth throughout the 
practicum experience. By facilitating 
a more fruitful teaching practice, 
I am confident that it helped me 
become a better teacher.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
I have discussed above my thoughts 
on how the e-Portfolio not only 
provides a framework with which 
to reflect on and share one’s 
pedagogical discoveries, but also 
helps reaffirm one’s motivations 
while identifying gaps and areas 
for improvement. Notwithstanding 
these benefits, there are real 
challenges in realising its potential 
for educators, as I experienced 
myself after graduating from the 
PGDE course at NIE.

Beginning teachers introduced to 
the e-Portfolio whilst at NIE are 
provided with supporting resources 
and guidance on creating and 

“ The e-Portfolio not only 
provides a framework 
with which to reflect 
on and share one’s 

pedagogical discoveries, 
but also helps reaffirm 

one’s motivations while 
identifying gaps and 

areas for improvement. “

“ The very nature of the 
e-Portfolio prescribes a 

sustained endeavour on 
the part of the owner, as 

the portfolio is constantly 
revisited and added 

to, though in practice 
this may not be a light 
commitment given the 

various other demands on 
a teacher’s time. “
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subsequently maintaining one’s 
e-Portfolio, but following the 
initial phase of teacher training, 
the motivation to upkeep it has to 
come from oneself. Indeed, the very 
nature of the e-Portfolio prescribes 
a sustained endeavour on the part 
of the owner, as the portfolio is 
constantly revisited and added to, 
though in practice this may not be a 
light commitment given the various 
other demands on a teacher’s time. 
In that sense, one can argue that 
the e-Portfolio is an important 
though possibly not urgent task. 
My understanding is that certain 
schools have tried to facilitate this 
task, through the inclusion of a 
structured framework by which to 
prompt teachers to reflect on and 
document their teaching processes.

The adage “you reap what you 
sow” is especially pertinent for the 
e-Portfolio. Those who put together 
a token portfolio to meet minimum 
requirements might well have 
missed out on the concrete ways 
that it may have complemented 
one’s learning as a teacher. The 
individual has to buy in to the 
e-Portfolio to truly reap its benefits. I 

“ The very nature of the e-Portfolio prescribes a 
sustained endeavour on the part of the owner, 

as the portfolio is constantly revisited and added 
to, though in practice this may not be a light 

commitment given the various other demands on a 
teacher’s time. “

know of classmates at NIE (including 
some of the co-contributors to this 
volume) who have made it a personal 
crusade to invest whole-heartedly in 
their e-Portfolios, and I can sense 
their genuine enthusiasm as they 
excitedly share on their pedagogical 
successes and spur me on to try 
new techniques. With the planned 
introduction of the e-Portfolio across 
more initial teacher preparation 
programmes at NIE, I am optimistic 
that this promises an exciting new 
chapter in Singapore’s teacher 
education landscape.  
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OUT OF THE BOARDROOM 
INTO THE CLASSROOM 

— LOO WEE PING, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2010 — 

BACKGROUND
Having worked in both the public 
and private sectors, I decided to 
make a major career move to pursue 
my childhood ambition of being a 
teacher. After doing my Postgraduate 
Diploma in Education (PGDE), I am 
now teaching in Serangoon Junior 
College. 

MY JOURNEY
After working for 12 years, going back 
to school for my PGDE was something 
I was not exactly looking forward to.  
However, I decided to go with an open 
mind. After all, while I may have 12 
years of working experience, teaching 
is completely new to me.

Prior to the National Institute of 
Education (NIE), my idea of teaching 
was very much that of how it was done 
when I was a student in the Singapore 
education system 20 years ago! I 
thought that as a teacher, my most 
important task was to transfer as much 

of the knowledge that I had to students 
through the traditional “teacher talk” 
method. In NIE, I was soon introduced 
to the different theories, concepts, 
skills and practices.  These included 
concepts such as “constructivism”, 
where teachers help students build 
new knowledge based on prior/
existing knowledge and experiences 
as well as to help students move along 
their Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD).  Another huge area is that of 
questioning.  Asking questions is part 
and parcel of a teacher’s life but the 
role of questioning has indeed evolved 
tremendously from that of traditional 
teaching to constructivist teaching.

In the past, my teachers barely utilised 
information and communications 
technology (ICT) in their teaching 
- the most advanced tool then 
was the overhead projector.  Now, 
it is inevitable to make use of 
advanced technological devices and 
programmes such as simulation tools 

“ I was excited to start my Practicum and to apply 
the knowledge and skills I had acquired in NIE.  As it 
turned out, some of the theories that I had learnt in 

NIE were more easily applied than others. “
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and videos to aid in the students’ 
visualisation and understanding of 
abstract concepts, especially for a 
subject like Physics.

Equipped with all these pedagogical 
skills, I was excited to start my Practicum 
and to apply the knowledge and skills I 
had acquired in NIE.  As it turned out, 
some of the theories that I had learnt 
in NIE were more easily applied than 

others. For example, using appropriate 
demonstrations to capture students’ 
attention, or real-life examples to help 
students build on their knowledge, 
have become the normal operating 
procedure.  I had also made a few 
demonstration videos and though 
it was time-consuming to produce 
the videos, the ability to capture the 
students’ attention and arouse their 
curiosity made all the effort worthwhile.

Another concept which I tried was peer 
marking. I was skeptical about it initially as 
I was not sure if the students would firstly 
be able to do a good job in the marking, 
and secondly, be able to learn something 
from it. I was pleasantly surprised when 
my students were able to point out what 
went wrong in their friends’ work.  They 
gave feedback that they had learnt from 
their friends’ mistakes.
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However, I feel that other skills 
taught in NIE, such as questioning 
techniques, have to be honed over 
time. My questions tended to be of 
the lower-order, recall type. I hope 
that through more observations and 
practice, I will be able to ask ‘better’ 
questions in class so as to stimulate 
the students’ thinking.

Another area belongs to what I call 
“habits” which I needed to overcome.  
For example, in my corporate life, I was 
very used to standing in front of an 
audience to conduct a presentation.  
I was not used to walking around 
and making use of the space around 
me.  Even though I learnt about the 
importance of making full use of the 
physical resources, for two weeks of 
my Practicum, I hardly moved around 
the classroom. I basically stood in front 
of the class, busily explaining what I 
had prepared on the slides.

Similarly, in the corporate world, 
one is expected to respond to any 
question posed after the presentation 
in a prompt and concise manner. As 
a result, I also had the tendency to 
answer the questions posed by the 
students immediately.  I also had the 
tendency to answer any questions 
that I posed myself without giving 
the students sufficient “wait time” to 

respond.  In order to overcome these 
habits, I wrote a note and pasted it 
on my laptop so as to remind myself 
to wait for students to respond.  By 
the end of the Practicum, I was 
used to “walking around”, making 
effective use of the “walking around” 
to capture the students’ attention, 
and get them engaged or to check 
on their work to get a sense of their 
level of understanding.  In addition, I 
have learnt to respond to a question 
with a question to elicit the student’s 
thinking. I also redirect questions to 
other students so that they could also 
learn and contribute at the same time.

Much of this growth in overcoming 
such habits can also be attributed 
to the post-lesson feedback by my 
cooperating teacher (CT) and my 
reflection after each lesson to identify 
what went well for the lesson and 
what the areas of improvement were.

The e-Portfolio I kept has also played 
a part in my growth from a PGDE 
student to a beginning teacher.  We 
were introduced to many theories, 
concepts and practices in NIE.  Before 
we started our practicum, we were 
to make a presentation, through the 
e-Portfolio, to introduce ourselves to 
the School Coordinating Mentor and 
our CTs. The process of preparing for 

“ The process of preparing for the presentation 
allowed me to reflect on why I chose to teach, and to 
track how my beliefs about teaching had changed. “
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the presentation allowed me to reflect 
on why I chose to teach, and to track 
how my beliefs about teaching had 
changed. I was also able to reflect on 
the many things that were taught at 
NIE and to identify those that I felt were 
most relevant for application during 
my Practicum and subsequently in my 
teaching as a qualified teacher.

Similarly, the e-Portfolio presentation 
that I did at the end of the Practicum 
gave me the platform to reflect upon 
what I had originally set out to achieve 
in the Practicum, what I had wanted 

to apply and why I was successful 
or not successful in achieving those 
goals. This process enabled me to be 
more conscious of what I need to do 
and improve on as I embark on my 
teaching career.

As I start my life as a beginning 
teacher, I am certain that there will still 
be many things that I will learn, be it 
from others or from my reflections.  I 
may stumble along the way but I am 
certain that I have made the right 
decision to step out of the boardroom 
and into the classroom.  

“ The e-Portfolio presentation that I did at the end of 
the Practicum enabled me to be more conscious of 

what I need to do and improve on as I embark on my 
teaching career. ”
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four years abroad, I met a variety of 
people studying a variety of subjects 
ranging from the common ones like 
mathematics and natural sciences 
to the more obscure ones like 
modern and medieval languages 
and classics, yet all of them had 
such drive and passion for learning 
and for their chosen subject. It was 
inspiring. In comparison to my fellow 
Singaporean peers and I, they may 
not fare as well in the examinations, 
yet I had no doubt that they knew so 
much more than we did, purely out 
of a love for the subject. It was then 
for the first time I realised that grades 
were not an accurate reflection of 
one's knowledge or learning and 
that grades were definitely not the 
stuff that successful individuals were 
made out of. After that experience, 
I felt inspired to make a difference 
in our education system and in the 
futures of my students. I want to be a 
teacher who inspires in her students 
a love and passion for the subject 

I entered the National Institute of 
Education (NIE) in July 2011 with no 
teaching experience whatsoever, 
expecting to have to endure one of 
the most boringly torturous years of 
my life and to learn little from the 
entire experience. Now that my time 
in NIE is almost over, I am glad to say 
that my time here has not been as 
bleak and pointless as I had imagined 
it to be, and I have definitely learnt 
things that will be useful in my future 
career as an educator.

MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY
Part of the reason why I want 
to teach is because I want the 
opportunity to mould the younger 
generation into thinking individuals 
that are not like me. Throughout 
my primary and secondary school 
education, my teachers taught by 
the book, teaching us everything we 
needed to know within the syllabus 
and preparing us day after day for 
the unescapable exams. During my 

LEARNING TO TEACH 
— CHAN PUI SAN, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2011 — 

“ I want to be a teacher who inspires in her 
students a love and passion for the subject matter 
because I feel that is the only way through which 
people can be intrinsically motivated to continue 

learning and improving themselves. “
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matter because I feel that is the only 
way through which people can be 
intrinsically motivated to continue 
learning and improving themselves.

Besides wanting to inculcate a love 
for the subject in all my students, I also 
hope to address one of the Ministry 
of Education's 21st century core 
competencies that I feel is particularly 
important to me as a teacher, that 
of grooming a concerned citizen of 
the nation, and of the world. Apathy 
amongst Singaporean students has 
often been a problem that has been 
raised time and time again and my 
experiences abroad has led me to 
empathise with this more strongly. 
Unlike students overseas who feel 
like that they have a greater stake in 
their country and in their own lives, 
our students are so accustomed to 
a fixed societal structure that they 
show no interest in understanding 
more about their own environment 
or the outside world. Also, the over-
emphasis on exams and grades 
during schooling years distracts from 
the importance of societal issues at 
home and around the world. As a 
Biology teacher, I hope to be able 
to bring worldwide biological issues 
into my classroom so that students 
gain a broader perspective of the 
world at large, such as that of global 
epidemics, environmental issues 
or latest scientific discoveries. That 
will also hopefully help them see 
more relevance in an otherwise 
information overloaded subject. As a 
home tutor, I also hope to introduce 

various current affairs issues to my 
students to ensure that they are 
broaden their world view and grow 
up to be active global citizens that feel 
as though they have a stake in society.

THE LEARNING CURVE – 
THE JOURNEY & REFLECTIONS
Buried under the piles of assignments 
that I had to complete for all our 
modules, it was difficult to find the 
correct time and place to sit down 
and reflect on what I was truly gaining 
from the time spent in NIE. I went 
through the motions day in day out, 
attended classes, gave presentations, 
submitted assignments, yet it was 
difficult to see any meaning or 
purpose in what I was doing. How 
was this all going to help me when 
I am eventually thrown out into the 
real world of teaching?

I think the true benefit of everything 
I went through in NIE only became 
more and more evident when I 
was let loose on my practicum. 
Before practicum began, everything 
that was taught in NIE was simply 
theory. There was no way of seeing 
for ourselves how all this theory 
would translate into practice. 
Even the numerous role-plays 
and microteaching sessions were 
insufficient to convince me and my 
peers of the usefulness of what we 
were learning – after all, there was 
no way we could accurately re-enact 
a true classroom situation no matter 
how good our acting skills were! In 
fact, one of our main gripes about the 
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course was that everything was far too 
theoretical.

I was posted to Millennia Institute (MI) 
for my practicum and my experience 
there it was nothing like what I 
expected. Firstly, as a trainee on the 
junior college (JC) track, I had been 
mentally prepared to be teaching in a 
junior college with the lecture tutorial 
system I was accustomed to. However, 
that was not to be the case. Besides 
offering a three year A-level course 
(compared to the usual two years), MI 
also conducted lessons in a style more 
similar to secondary schools than 
junior colleges. Due to the relatively 
small cohort size, mass lectures were 
unnecessary and classroom teaching 

was the norm. Besides that, I soon 
realised that the student profile at 
the school meant that my focus had 
to shift from content delivery to 
student engagement. As a result, I had 
to rack my brains for various creative 
strategies that I could employ in the 
classroom in order to keep students 
engaged and to ensure that they 
learnt something each time they left 
the classroom. It was at this point in 
time that I realised that my training at 
NIE might become useful.

When constructing my e-Portfolio 
back in NIE, I simply followed the 
instructions given and uploaded 
whatever artefacts I had accumulated 
into the portfolio. To be honest, at 

e-Portfolio: Showcase of my Biology blog
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that point of time I saw no purpose 
in putting together the portfolio and 
had serious doubts as to who would 
even be looking at it in the future. 
Perhaps it was with this mindset 
that I decided to use the portfolio to 
showcase my own creative energy. 
After all, if it turned out badly there 
would be few people who would 
be witnessing my embarrassment. 
That meant a thorough makeover 
of the e-Portfolio layout and a 
careful curation of the portfolio’s 
content – I purposefully selected a 
variety of content that would clearly 
demonstrate my individuality and 
aesthetic sense, including a music 
video outlining the key ideas of my 
teaching philosophy, a showcase of 
my Biology blog and the collection 
of information and communications 
technology (ICT) artefacts my group 
created for one of our NIE modules. 
While this was all fine and dandy, 
while doing all this, never once did I 

e-Portfolio: My teaching philosophy music video

think that the e-Portfolio might come 
in useful to me in the future.

While sitting in the staff room 
squeezing my brain to come up with 
more creative strategies to teach 
biology to a class full of arts and 
business students, my e-Portfolio 
resurfaced with a vengeance. It 
was frankly impossible to recall 
every single detail about what we 
were taught in NIE; however, the 
e-Portfolio was a good way to record 
what I felt were important learning 
points. While sieving through the 
collection of lesson plans and 
artefacts I had saved in my portfolio, 
I managed to dig up some useful 
ideas and strategies that could 
potentially be employed in my 
classroom to make for an effective 
21st century classroom lesson. I 
am thankful for the flexibility I was 
given during practicum to try out 
whatever creative, non-mainstream 

“ It was frankly 
impossible to recall 
every single detail 

about what we were 
taught in NIE; however, 

the e-Portfolio was a 
good way to record 

what I felt were 
important learning 

points. “
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e-Portfolio: Collection of artefacts created in NIE

strategies I could come up with 
– a privilege that might not have 
been available to me had I been 
posted to a different school. During 
my ten weeks, I tinkered with 
ICT-based lessons (WebQuests, 
Edmodo), role-play, analogies, use 
of props (cardboard chromosomes) 
and game-based learning (Draw 
Something, hide-and-seek) in 
order to find the optimum strategy 
to maximise the learning of my 
students. Some of these ideas were 

“ I am thankful for the 
flexibility I was given 

during practicum to try 
out whatever creative, 

non-mainstream 
strategies I could come 

up with. “

“ Some of these ideas 
were extracted from what 

I had recorded in my 
e-Portfolio, which makes 

me glad that I had a 
platform to store all these 

ideas in the first place. “

extracted from what I had recorded 
in my e-Portfolio, which makes me 
glad that I had a platform to store all 
these ideas in the first place!

Having successfully survived my 
practicum experience, I am glad to 
say that it has been a thoroughly 
enriching and enjoyable experience 
and that I have learnt a lot from my 
interactions with my colleagues and 
students alike. Since my e-Portfolio 
was already up and running, it seemed 
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e-Portfolio: Documentation of my practicum experience 1 

like a good idea to continue using it to 
document my practicum experience, 
since the practicum was a major part 
of my learning journey in NIE. For me, 
being thrown into an actual school 
environment was a steep learning 
curve and it was tough to get the hang 
of things at the start. However, with 
time, I learnt to cope with the demands 
of the job and began to slowly develop 
a teaching style that I was comfortable 
with. For that, I am most thankful to 
my cooperating teacher (CT), School 
Coordinating Mentor (SCM) and all 
the fellow teachers who guided and 
helped me along the way. I believe 
that my overall learning experience 
in NIE and in school have definitely 
helped mould me into the teacher that 
I will become in the future, and I hope 
that all these experiences will help 
me improve further so that I will be 
able to provide my students with the 
education they deserve.  

e-Portfolio: Documentation of my practicum 
experience 2 
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BACKGROUND
Having spent six years in National 
University of Singapore completing 
an Honours Degree and a Masters 
Degree in Chemistry, the switch to 
pursue education-related knowledge 
in National Institute of Education (NIE) 
was as refreshing and exciting as it 
was challenging. 

Integral to the course in NIE was the 
10-week long teaching practicum 
when I was fortunate enough to be 
posted to Temasek Junior College 
(TJC) – an institution that had plenty 
to offer in terms of history, memories, 
warmth, support and diversity in 
students’ profile. The time spent at TJC 
as a student-teacher was an enriching 
one. I am thankful to have had 
plenty opportunities to develop my 
confidence, try various pedagogical 
approaches and to learn the ropes 
from very experienced teachers. In 
particular, my cooperating teacher 
(CT), Mr Tearle Cheng, had been 
encouraging in my exploration of 
suitable pedagogical approach and 
my NIE supervisor (NIES), Assoc. Prof. 
Lee Yew Jin, had been exceptional in 
providing feedback that helped me 
refined the activities I had planned 
for lessons. I am glad that my CT 
enjoyed the mentoring process as 
well. In his words:

MY JOURNEY AS A TEACHER  
— KHOH RONG LUN, PGDE JUNIOR COLLEGE 2011 — 

“It is indeed stressful to be a mentor 
for the first time. To me, it is an 
even heavier responsibility than 
teaching. A good teacher influences 
his students positively but a good 
mentor multiplies this influence by 
influencing his mentees who in turn 
influence their students. Looking at my 
mentee's unbridled enthusiasm and 
passion for the students reminded me 
of myself when I first began teaching. 
The immense amount of energy he 
had reminded me of my younger days 
when I, like him, would spend hours 
with the students to guide them to 
understand a particular concept and 
not feel tired. Indeed, I felt so heartened 
and encouraged that teachers with 
a heart for students are still entering 
the service. I found mentoring to 
be a partnership. New pedagogical 
methods and ideas from my mentee 
were made better and more workable 
with my experience and insight of 
classroom dynamics. Creative ways 
of assessing students were also be 
sharpened with an understanding of 
how students think and learn. In fact, 
I would go so far to say that I learnt as 
much from my mentee as he did from 
me. It was indeed an eye opening 
experience to be a mentor and I look 
forward to walking this road with the 
new generation of teachers in the 
years ahead.”
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MY JOURNEY – FROM ONE 
CLASSROOM TO ANOTHER
Looking backward before   
looking forward
During my stay in NIE, I realised that there 
were experiences which when viewed in 
retrospect appeared clearer and made 
much more sense. One of which was my 
appreciation for the teaching pedagogy 
that my Secondary School Chemistry 
teacher, Mrs Teh-Yau Li Heong – now 
a Master Teacher – had applied in her 
classroom. As a naïve student in her 
class some ten plus years ago, I had the 
good fortune of thoroughly enjoying 
her lessons, whereby my learning and 
acquirement of knowledge were well-
facilitated, without having to give much 
thoughts to her teaching strategies. It 
was not until the end of one semester 
and six weeks of NIE Postgraduate 
Diploma in Education (PGDE) course 
when I realised her brilliance in planning 
for lessons to ensure ample scaffolding, 
a nurturing environment to cultivate 

a positive climate for learning, and in 
allowing peer coaching to groom a 
classroom of learners in accordance to 
Vygotsky’s social constructivism.  Such 
realisation occurred as I consolidated my 
thoughts, through the use of e-Portfolio, 
as I tried to draw references from my 
past experience, from my secondary 
school to university days, as I marveled at 
the attitude, professionalism and mastery 
of my teachers from my yesteryears, in 
an attempt to shape up my teaching 
philosophy.

NIE – an unforgettable time
Most would agree that NIE has plenty 
to offer over the short span of slightly 
more than a semester prior to one’s 
teaching practicum. Semester one alone 
saw six broad areas covered: teaching, 
learning and understanding of content 
subject(s); role and use of information 
and communications technology (ICT) in 
teaching and learning; basic educational 
psychology; communication skills; 

Picture 1: A tab to write on my influences from school days
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reflective practices; and, service-
learning. The six-week course leading 
to teaching practicum covered areas 
of microteaching, understanding 
social context of learners, classroom 
management and interdisciplinary 
studies which were equally foreign and 
challenging in picking up. The steep 
learning curve comprising the content 
of many new modules as well as the 
multiple assignments that came along 
with each module made the learning 
journey in NIE fulfilling albeit accelerated 
and expectedly packed.

As a result, I shared a common sentiment 
with those who felt that the course was 
rushed and at times was an information 
overload. To cope with the situation such 
that I could make the best out of the 
circumstance, I found the act of practising 
reflection to be particularly useful. There 
were three main aspects when carrying 
out reflection: firstly, to consolidate 
the learning and try to attain a more 
macroscopic and holistic view of the 
content taught in each module; secondly, 
to make association between knowledge 
acquired from each module; and thirdly, 
to think about how these knowledge 
could help us become more effective 
practitioners in actual classrooms. For 
example, I learnt about the Information 
Processing model of knowledge 
acquisition from basic educational 
psychology class which emphasised on 
the importance of making connections 
between information. To make the linking 
of nuggets of information interactive and 
visually appealing, I could rely on the 
various tools introduced in ICT classes, 

such as Prezi and C-Mapping. And, to 
apply what I had gained from those two 
classes, I could then allow students to 
collaboratively come up with concept 
maps to summarise key points and their 
takeaways at the end of each topic.

Essentially, when taken in whole, the 
modules offered in NIE provided a big 
picture in helping to better understand 
students and at the same time equipped 
us with the repertoire of skills required 
in engaging the students in effective 
and efficient teaching and learning 
processes. Given that we would be 
inundated with plenty of information 
over a considerably short time span, 
one way to achieve maximum gain is 
through the act of reflective practices to 
consolidate learning.

GROWTH FROM STUDENT-
TEACHER TO BEGINNING TEACHER
Without a doubt, the growth of 
a teacher and the evolution of 

“ The modules offered 
in NIE provided a big 
picture in helping to 
better understand 

students and at the same 
time equipped us with 
the repertoire of skills 

required in engaging the 
students in effective and 

efficient teaching and 
learning processes. “
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his teaching style are continuous 
processes. My development in 
teaching style and practices were also 
gradually molded throughout PGDE 
and teaching practicum.

An evolution of teaching philosophy
By the end of the entire PGDE course, 
I already had three versions of my 
teaching philosophy. I remembered 
the very first version was written by the 
end of week one of semester one when 
student teachers in my educational 
psychology class had to pick a physical 
item to represent his/her teaching 
philosophy. My object of choice was 
a tennis ball which was symbolic of 
my wish to groom students who are 
resilient and could bounce back higher 
after each setback. A revision of my 
teaching philosophy came shortly after 
I started semester two. At that point 
in time, I was heavily influenced to 
develop my class to embrace Vygotsky’s 
constructivism. A third version of my 
teaching philosophy came about after 

I stepped into teaching practicum and 
was informed that I would become a 
Civics Tutor in term three. I then took 
time off to reflect upon what was it that 
I hoped each of my student to gain by 
the end of their two years of college. 
Despite ‘A’ Level being a high-stakes 
exam, academics alone should not take 
the centre stage of my students’ lives 
– that would rob them of their holistic 
development. Consequently, I decided 
that the teacher I want to be should be 
as much of a multi-hyphenate as the 
students were expected to – I had to 
be cognisant of my different roles, be it 
a subject tutor, a civics tutor and a co-
curricular activity (CCA) tutor, and how 
I could tap on the various teachable 
moments under each circumstance to 
bring about growth in my students.

From POE to PEOE –  an example of 
learning and improving
My experience as a student left me with 
the impression that demonstrations 
are useful for conveying science 

Picture 2: A snippet of my second version of teaching philosophy recorded in e-Portfolio
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concepts. As clichéd as it might 
sound, seeing is indeed believing for 
students who are new to the subject 
content. However, it was not until my 
QCY540 course that I learnt how to 
systemically unfold demonstrations, 
through the Predict-Observe-Explain 
(POE) model, so that they could be 
fully capitalised to engage and teach 
the audience. I was enthusiastic in 
applying what I had learnt during 
the practicum. Upon seeing how my 
students enjoyed and were able to 
explain the demonstrations, I thought 
I had already maximised the usefulness 
of demonstrations in class. Albeit, A/P 
Lee Yew Jin, my NIES, suggested further 
improvements to tweak the conduct 
of POE to PEOE (Predict-Explain-
Observe-Explain) in a bid to make 
demonstrations even more enriching 
for students. I was grateful for how my 
learning in NIE had been extended 
through my NIES’ suggestion, which 
was yet another instance when I felt my 
continual growth as a teacher.

USE OF e-PORTFOLIO IN 
MANAGING SHARING AND 
REFLECTING
The maintenance of an e-Portfolio 
to support the habit of reflection, 
sharing and discussion is definitely 
beneficial, the technical challenge in 
manipulating the Googlesite platform 
for e-Portfolio notwithstanding. In spite 
of that, I would strongly encourage 
the keeping of e-Portfolio as it had 
helped me in areas of tracking my own 
growth, documenting my artefacts and 
work, and more importantly, allowed 

me to share thoughts and receive 
feedback from those whom I shared the 
e-Portfolio with.

Blog
I started a blog in a bid to document 
and share my thoughts about education 
ranging from pedagogies to policies. 
It is also another channel for me to 
execute reflections on news, articles 
and experience that were beyond my 
day-to-day experience in classroom. To 
make my reflections more meaningful, 
I even shared it with several of my 
classmates and NIE lecturers so that 
they could also directly contribute their 
thoughts via leaving comments. The 
e-Portfolio was offered the flexibility of 
embedding my blog on the e-Portfolio 
which then further facilitated the ease of 
accessing my blog.

Archive of work for others  to 
critique
As aforementioned, by the end of PGDE 
(including teaching practicum), there 
would be plenty of work that one have 
had completed. What waste would it 
be if the work were not put into good 
use both by not using them in practice 
or by receiving and learning from 
feedback provided by others. Thankfully, 
the e-Portfolio provided the option of 

“ The maintenance of an 
e-Portfolio to support the 
habit of reflection, sharing 
and discussion is definitely 

beneficial. “
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archiving and sharing one’s work, and 
further allowing communities to be set 
up for more rigorous discussion to be 
carried out.

REFLECTION
The journey in PGDE, especially the 
teaching practicum, is by no mean easy 
and relaxed but is definitely rewarding 
and enriching. Even though the ability 
to teach and manage students is pretty 
much of an art, rather than a science, 
having the technical knowledge to 
support the growth and development of 
a student-teacher to become a beginning 
teacher is of paramount interests.

Be it during the classes in NIE or actual 
practice during teaching practicum, the 
amount of takeaways is dependent on 
one’s attitude and willingness to learn 
more than any other factor. I cherished 
the opportunities provided to learn, 
err, experiment, correct and observe 
practitioners of education who were 

definitely more experienced. Beyond 
PGDE, the room for making mistakes 
would definitely diminish as time 
passes. To make the teaching journey 
a meaningful and worthy one, reflect 
on practices and experiences so that 
lessons could be recorded, learnt and 
internalised such that the individual, 
and more importantly, the students 
under the individual’s charge could reap 
the benefits.  

“ To make the teaching 
journey a meaningful 

and worthy one, 
reflect on practices 
and experiences so 

that lessons could be 
recorded, learnt 

and internalised. “

Picture 3: My blog “Thinking about education” embedded and shared on e-Portfolio
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PREPARATION, PERSEVERANCE, PASSION 
— YVONNE KOH, PGDE SECONDARY 2013 — 

BACKGROUND:
I failed a lot in my first year of teaching. 
I had bored and confused some 
unfortunate students. I had failed to 
ask experienced colleagues for help 
and floundered on in silence at times. 
I failed to take proper care of my health.

Still, it’s our chosen job to help students 
learn things, and if they do not learn, then 
it’s our task to try different means and 
methods until they do. A few questions 
helped me to put first things first:
• What’s my students’ perspective?
• How would I define success as a 

teacher? 
• What is essential, and what is 

superfluous?

PREPARATION: RECORDING, 
FRAMING, MAKING LEARNING 
OUR OWN
Effective learning structures are vital 
for a good start. This means teachers 
have to be prepared to teach well, and 
students have to be prepared to learn. 
My one rule in class at the start of the 
year for each class was therefore: “Be 
ready to learn.” 5

“Knowledge at the library is free. You 
must carry your own container.“

Part of being prepared involves 
preparing and carrying containers 
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A page from my “teaching and learning” 
notebook
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– be they diaries, blogs or journals 
– for the journey. The aesthetics of 
learning is important to me – journals 
help us take ownership of learning, 
and encompass the affective and 
imaginative dimensions of learning. 
The students use journaling to help 
fit new knowledge into their structure 
of ideas and relationships, into their 
mental models of reality. Hence, they 
are a good aid in helping to frame 
learning and experience.

Being prepared goes beyond the 
intellectual. It also means being ready 
to put in the heart work, to be able to 
set aside my preoccupations and look 
at things from my students’ point of 
view – letting them know that I care 
for them and would act with their best 
interests at heart.

“ The aesthetics of 
learning is important to 

me – journals help us take 
ownership of learning, 

and encompass the 
affective and imaginative 
dimensions of learning. “

CASE STUDY I: FRAMING LESSONS 
OUTSIDE OF THE CLASSROOM
In my first term as a teacher, my 
form class and I spent three days at 
Kahang, Johor Bahru, where my school 
conducted our Secondary Three level 
camp. There, I’ve seen first-hand that 
learning which takes place outside 
of books, in moments of play6, has a 
profound and lasting impact.
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A page from my e-Portfolio

Examples of students’ journals
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Students want to be appreciated 
and acknowledged, to taste success. 
There are many character and values 
awards in school. On my part, I make 
it a point to notice and praise specific 
acts of kindnesses and putting others 
first, such as stepping forward to clear 
the dishes and set up tents for the rest 
of the students. Reminders of such 
moments have helped to bond the 
class together, especially when the 
going gets tough.

Ding Heng carrying all the 
girls’ waterbottles as the 
instructor told us to keep 
our hands free to steady 

ourselves when the water 
is deep.

Zaven, Adrian and Keoni packing classmates’ luggage into the coach
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Tools such as Figure 1, shared with us 
when we were at the National Institute 
of Education (NIE), help me to analyse 
my blunders and how I might repair 
the damage those times I’d floundered.
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THE REFLECTIVE PRACTICE MODEL

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

Planning
(So what?)

Reflecting
(Why?)

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What happened?)

Figure 1. The Reflective Practice Model9

Students who are loved at home come 
to school to learn.

Students who are not loved at home 
come to school for love.

I have failed in some lessons, with 
mumbling students being bored, 
resistant and confused. In other lessons, 
students were happy – too happy and 
carried away. Yet, students are usually 
willing to start afresh the next day, and 
I need to do the same thing. With the 
proper framework, I can learn from it 
instead of lurching blindly from lesson 
to lesson, from day to day.  

“ Tools such as Figure 1, 
shared with us when we 
were at NIE, help me to 

analyse my blunders and 
how I might repair the 
damage those times 

I’d floundered. “
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For instance, after coming back from 
a class where students were acting 
up, I would need to get over the 
emotional drama and begin to think 
about it rationally, perhaps talk it over 
with a colleague.

Was my teaching too fragmented? 
Did I just do a “tell-them-test-them” 
quick fix and present schoolwork as a 
meaningless world that is cut off from 
real experience? Was it the time of the 
day, and should I include more student-
centred activities? What can I learn 
from the methods of other teachers? 

To teach well and give useful feedback, 
I have to understand my students – not 
merely control or manage them. How 
do I help students who are defensive 
and adopt tactics aimed at avoiding 
trouble, disapproval, embarrassment 
or punishment? Do they only seem to 
know – or can they actually understand 
and use what they know?

Docility and good behaviour are not 
the same as good character. I may well 
terrorise a class into sitting still with 
their eyes glued on something, but 
their minds remain far away. They can 
even score well in tests – but if they 
had just learnt to swallow words and 
spit them back out on demand without 
caring or understanding, then I was just 
wasting their time for them.

If we look at our classes only to see if 
they are doing what we want or do 
not want them to do, we are likely to 
miss all the things about them that are 

the most interesting and important. 
Giving space to my students to talk 
to and do things with one another 
means that I can learn through them, 
their experiences and ideas and 
interests – helping me to see some 
ways to make the classroom a more 
useful place for them.

At the same time, responding to 
feedback from students and colleagues 
involves developing the right attitude 
– response to reproof and instruction 
clearly indicates character. Wise folk are 
grateful for instruction, respond with 
humility and love, and ask for more 
perspectives and correction as they 
recognise they have blind spots. How 
and when do I ask for feedback? How 
do I receive and respond to correction? 
How do I then act on such feedback?

Do I get touchy, defensive or angry? 

Do I shrug and throw away correction 
with some disparaging remark? 

Do I “push blame” onto students, 
parents, the environment, or do I 
have the integrity and courage to 
take ownership of what is in my 
control?

PASSION: JOY IN TEACHING
“A friend is one to whom one may 
pour out the contents of one's heart, 
chaff and grain together, knowing that 
gentle hands will take and sift it, keep 
what is worth keeping, and with a 
breath of kindness, blow the rest away." 
– George Eliot.
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A wise colleague said: Focus on the 
positive. While good feedback is priceless, 
blow away the chaff, and keep our 
attention on what is worth keeping. 10

There is much joy, pleasure and 
good humour inherent in teaching – 
journalling has helped me to capture the 
wonderful moments in my first year – the 
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“ As teachers, we are 
involved in concentrated, 
purposeful and creative 
work; being with people 

we love and teaching 
subjects we are passionate 
about; feeling like we are 
part of something larger. “

unexpected moments of laughter, real 
thought and real discovery by students, 
sweet notes of encouragement.

There is much to be grateful for – at 
my time in school, I have had my world 
grow that much bigger and richer. 
Challenges may mean initial discomfort, 
but they also mean that I am being paid 
in opportunity to learn. Connecting 
with those from different backgrounds 
enlarges my perspective and teaches 
me humility. What do I know about the 
army? Not much – but I have the chance 
to experience a “lite” version of army life 
as a National Cadet Corps (NCC) teacher.

As teachers, we are involved in 
concentrated, purposeful and creative 
work; being with people we love and 
teaching subjects we are passionate 
about; feeling like we are part of 
something larger. There is meaning and 
connectedness – engagement and craft.

Teaching and learning go beyond the 
ability to get a good score on a certain 
kind of test, or even the ability to do 
well in school. It’s an art, and with it 

comes all the wonderful implications 
that art brings. It’s about feeling, about 
thought, about reason, about passion, 
about failure and rebirth. It’s about how 
we behave when we don’t know what 
to do, how to grapple with problems 
boldly and resourcefully.

Teaching and learning go beyond the 
ability to get a good score on a certain 
kind of test, or even the ability to do 
well in school. It’s an art, and with it 
comes all the wonderful implications 
that art brings. It’s about feeling, about 
thought, about reason, about passion, 
about failure and rebirth. It’s about how 
we behave when we don’t know what 
to do, how to grapple with problems 
boldly and resourcefully. 

We all start off curious and open to 
learning, excited about glimpses 
of the great variety and richness of 
life. The best learning and teaching 
happen when there is a high degree of 
attention, interest, concentration and 
involvement. Remembering this joy 
helps us to foster an alert, wholehearted 
participation in life.  

Background
Yvonne Koh teaches literature, history and 
social studies at East View Secondary School.
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BACKGROUND
As an individual who believes in 
consistently reflecting upon my actions 
in every step that I take in my life, I see 
this as a good opportunity to share with 
readers about my learning journey in 
the National Institute of Education (NIE) 
and my practicum experience which 
was one that was truly experiential as 
well as rewarding. But before I get to 
that, a little introduction about myself. 

I am currently a beginning teacher in 
Tampines Secondary School and was first 
posted to the school on 30th June 2014 
for my practicum (Postgraduate Diploma 
in Education January 2014 intake). My 
curriculum subjects are Geography and 
English. Having graduated from the 
National Institute of Education with a 
Bac.Soc.Sci (Hons) in Geography in 2013, 
I always told my friends that I entered 
the National University of Singapore 
(NUS) knowing that I was going to 
study Geography in order to become a 
teacher. I have a deep passion and love 
for the study of Geography and I wanted 
to pass on the love of the subject to 
students. I also have an avid interest in 
technology and the use of it to explore 

“YOU ARE WHAT YOU TEACH”
A SELF-REFLECTION ON THE THEORY-

PRACTICE NEXUS OF TEACHING
— NALLU DHINAKHARAN, PGDE SECONDARY 2014 — 

methods to teach Geography and I 
hope to tap on this interest of mine to 
aid students into the study of Geography 
in a real-world context.

Apart from the study of Geography, I also 
have a strong drive and passion for the 
performing arts, namely theatre. Having 
been involved in several productions 
both during my time in NUS and out of 
it, I have had the privilege to learn from 
individuals with a lot of experience in the 
art form since 2006. And I was extremely 
lucky to have been posted to Tampines 
Secondary School which has a niche in 
Creative Expression and as such, hope 
that my experience can contribute to 
the betterment of the students in my 
school as well as the teaching fraternity 
in whatever way possible.

MY JOURNEY – A REFLECTION OF 
MY TEACHING PHILOSOPHY
Teaching has been a career that I have 
always wanted to do. It might be due 
to the fact that my immediate family 
members were and are still teachers (for 
example, my father and grandfather) and 
thus have grown up in an environment 
hearing them talking about their 
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experiences in school. But over time, 
I developed a respect and interest 
for the profession myself. I wanted 
to be an agent of change myself; a 
tool to instigate positive change in an 
individual's life. This is my first goal as a 
teacher. A teacher does not only teach 
the student to love the subject that 
he/she is studying. A teacher is also a 
teacher of morals and values. That is my 
second goal as a teacher. Changing a 
student for the better will take time and 
will require a lot of patience. However, 
the student will eventually change if a 
lot of time and effort is put into helping 
one realise ones’ actions.

I aim to be a teacher who instils 
discipline in his students, but at 
the same time is a compassionate 
individual who is always ready to lend 

a listening ear to his students. This is 
what I hope to achieve in terms of 
value formation and character and 
this was the first challenge that was 
ahead of me before I went for my 
teaching practicum.

Academic grades are extremely 
important in a student's life in school. 
Grades make all the difference in 
helping the student achieve goals in life. 
As a teacher, I take on the responsibility 
of journeying and helping them 
achieve their goals. I strongly believe 
that rote learning should be avoided. 
Students should truly understand what 
they are learning. It is only then, that 
they will retain whatever they have 
learnt in the classroom. Having said 
that, paying attention in the classroom 
during lessons is of utmost importance 

Figure 1: Screenshot of the home page of my e-Portfolio (http://mrnallu.wix.com/nallu)
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Figure 2: Screenshot of my teaching philosophy. (http://mrnallu.wix.com/nallu#!portfolio/c113x)

and I am very firm with my students. 
In my expectations as a teacher, I 
believe that a conducive environment 
for learning in the classroom goes a 
long way in helping students retain 
as much information as possible and 
at the same time helping them clear 
their doubts in the classroom itself. 
If there are any students struggling 
to understand, as a teacher, it is my 
professional responsibility to ensure 
that they understand what they 
have learnt, even if it means for me 
to spend time outside classroom 
hours. Academic grades result due 
to summative means of assessments. 
However, it is important to note 
that the formative means are just as 
important too. This was my second 
challenge before my teaching 
practicum.

As a teacher, my skill sets have to 
constantly be upgraded to ensure 
that I have a fruitful career and learn 
as much as possible as an individual. 
This means that I have to take pride in 
my process (preparing for my lessons) 
as well as my product (materials that 
I prepare for my students). I have a 
deep interest for information and 
communications technology (ICT) 
and I intend to use it in my lessons 
in the future. ICT is a means of 
'connecting' with all my students, 
at the same time, I can ensure that a 
productive lesson can be conducted. 
However, there is a fine balance here. 
ICT should only be used when the 
tool that is being used is deemed 
fit for the topic that is being taught. 
Having said that, it is unavoidable that 
ICT comes into play in almost every 
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aspect of the lesson that the present 
day teacher uses. This ties in well with 
the professional responsibility that 
was mentioned earlier. Every student 
must be taught skills to keep up with 
the changing expectations of the 
economy and this too is one of the 
outcomes of Singapore’s education 
system. Teaching the child the subject 
whilst keeping it relevant to the 
skills required for this generation is a 
challenge and I will ensure that this 
commitment will be kept when I start 
to teach. This was the third challenge 
that faced me before I started my 
practicum.

These challenges that faced me 

ahead of my practicum seemed 
almost daunting. The demands of 
the education system on the teacher 
practitioner, is a challenging one and 
I needed to ensure that I was well 
prepared to face these challenges.

This was where the theories that were 
taught in NIE became useful to me. 
For example, the lessons and role 
playing that were done during the 
‘Teaching and Managing Learners’ 
module, became extremely useful in 
teaching me to think about ways to 
manage the different expectations of 
learners as well as educators. It was 
an opportunity for student teachers 
to role play and immediately think 

Figure 3: Screenshot of my ICT showcase that was prepared during my time in 
NIE prior to my practicum. (http://mrnallu.wix.com/nallu#!portfolio/c1k3y)
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about alternative means to an end. 
Or even talk about whether there is a 
means to an end in some situations. 
The ‘Educational Psychology’ and 
‘ICT’ modules were some of the other 
useful modules that challenged me 
as an individual to form my own links 
between the theory and practice. 
What is the most practical way to solve 
the situation in a real world setting? It 
was then that I realised that what NIE 
taught me was not so much how to 
find a means to an end, but rather, NIE 
taught me several alternatives of how 
I can approach a problem and solve it. 
Much like how a doctor would treat his 
patient. And I personally believe that 
the e-Portfolio is an interesting way to 
keep a record of all these artefacts that 
I created in response to the challenges 
that I was expecting to face when I 
entered my practicum. I was prepared 
with ammunition to fight my war that 
was ahead of me.

I personally believe that the e-Portfolio 
is an excellent way for me as a 

beginning educator to keep a record 
of the artefacts that I created for 
teaching. It also acts as an interesting 
platform for my colleagues and 
superiors to look at the artefacts that 
I had created when I was in NIE. The 
purpose of the e-Portfolio is therefore 
two-fold. It acts as a showcase of 
artefacts and also functions as a lead-
in into the mind of me - the teacher, 
my motivations and reflections in my 
teaching journey. The e-Portfolio is 
also an interesting platform for me to 
share my resources with my colleagues 
as well as my students. There were 
instances where I used the artefacts 
that I created during my lessons and 
I even set up a website as a part of my 
e-Portfolio so that students may ask 
me questions apart from lesson time 
so that I can have them answered.

Shortly put, an e-Portfolio is an internet 
based representation of the teacher 
himself/herself. In short, I have to be 
a representation of the values and 
philosophies in education that I stand 

“ It was then that I realised that what NIE taught me 
was not so much how to find a means to an end, but 

rather, NIE taught me several alternatives of how I can 
approach a problem and solve it. “

“ The e-Portfolio acts as a showcase of artefacts 
and also functions as a lead-in into the mind of me 
- the teacher, my motivations and reflections in my 

teaching journey. “
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Figure 4: Screenshot of my questions website that was created during practicum. 
(http://mrnallu.wix.com/askqn)

for and as such, in this case, I am what 
I teach. This experiment of sorts that I 
conducted when I was in practicum 
paid off as several students told me that 
they found the lessons and the support 
structure that I had created for them, as 
being useful methods for teaching as 
well as learning. This was one of the 
ways in which I overcame a challenge 
that I had before my practicum.

TEACHING AS A REFLECTIVE 
PRACTICE
I strongly believe that a teacher is a 

reflective practitioner and that he 
has to reflect on his actions at every 
point in time during his journey as an 
educator. As such, after my practicum 
experience I was able to share my take-
away from the entire experience whilst 
making links to the Graduand Teacher 
Competencies (GTC) framework. 
There was a particular incident where I 
had to create an ICT lesson plan for my 
Geography department from scratch 
for a sharing session and I had to do 
it whilst juggling with preparations for 
my lesson plans during practicum. I 

“ I strongly believe that a teacher is a reflective 
practitioner and that he has to reflect on his actions at 
every point in time during his journey as an educator. “
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had to think about how to cater the 
lesson to fit the needs of the students 
as well as create a session which they 
can also use as part of their revision. I 
used this as an opportunity to reflect 
on my expectations and found out 
that I had a flair for ICT-based lessons. 
I was able to extensively share my 
artefacts during practicum and 
explain how they could in the future, 
chart a possibly new direction for the 
Geography department in Tampines 
Secondary School in the future. The 
usage of the Google Earth programme 
and other new technologies in 
Geographical Investigations was 
crucial in my professional practice 
as I used creative means to stretch 
the capacities of my students. This 
was also crucial in fulfilling the 
expectations of the GTC framework. 
Furthermore, I also understood that I 
had an immense responsibility to the 
students when it came to teaching 
Geography as it was a content-heavy 
subject and most students needed 
extra coaching in order to be able to 
organise content well and understand 
new concepts. I was able to do these 
when I was in my practicum. I have 
also learnt that I should coach each 
student individually after class even if 
it means for me to do it after school, 
as it will drastically affect the learning 
attitude of that student in class. Lastly, 
I have to keep up to my promise 

“ The way I teach is a reflection of myself. 
I am what I teach. “

(during the COMPASS ceremony) that 
I will do my best in nurturing an all 
rounded student as well as a good 
and responsible citizen of Singapore.

The practicum experience further 
reinforced my teaching philosophy. 
I took some time to come up with 
my teaching philosophy even before 
my practicum began and I do not 
regret that decision. I believe that my 
teaching philosophy will stay with me 
throughout my career in education. 
Moreover, I believe that by being ever 
ready to learn from the challenges 
that the globalised world may bring 
to me as an educator, I should be able 
to adapt accordingly and stay ahead 
of the game in order to bring the best 
to my students and as such, bring a 
change to their lives. In a way, the way 
I teach is a reflection of myself. I am 
what I teach.  
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TAKING STOCK: REFLECTING IN AND ON PRACTICE 
In the 21st century classrooms, teachers are constantly experimenting on 
innovative pedagogical approaches to engage learners of different profiles 
and diverse needs. In such a learning environment, the pivotal role of teacher 
as a reflective practitioner could not be more emphasised. In NIE, the Reflective 
Practice Model as reflected below in Figure 1 is used as a common framework 
to help pre-service teachers consolidate their experiences and guide them in 
systematically reflecting in and on their practices.

PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE AND INQUIRY 

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

Planning
(So what?)

Reflecting
(Why?)

Acting
(Now what?)

Observing
(What happened?)

Figure 1. The Reflective Practice Model11

The structured and systematic reflection enables teachers to restructure 
their prior conceptions and refine their thinking on pedagogical approaches 
(Calandra, Gurvitch, & Lund, 2008). Teachers reflect in action and on action 11
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and go through the process of self-awareness as a teacher professional, 
on informing their teaching practices, knowledge of students and school 
environment and culture.

This model is used by the pre-service teachers to examine their practice after 
every lesson during their practicum experience to gain a deeper understanding 
and improvement of practice. Working closely with schools and strengthening 
school partnerships, the School Coordinating Mentors (SCMs) use the model 
when facilitating Focused Professional Conversations. Furthermore, through the 
affordances of the e-Portfolio, pre-service teachers are able to document their 
practice, evaluate their own learning and development, as well as provide mutual 
feedback as evident through the sharings by the teachers in this e-Portfolio book.

LOOKING FORTH: INQUIRY INTO PRACTICE
It is often said that teachers play multiple roles, from that of a content expert, to 
a facilitator, to a psychologist and a disciplinarian. Thus, such varied roles require 
teachers to be both observant and responsive in order to stay adaptive to the 
changing demands of these different roles (Hammer, & Schifter, 2001). Though 
it is well established that reflection is important and critical to good teaching 
(Zeichner & Liston, 1996), we recognise the importance of going deeper beyond 
the mere reflection of teaching practices. It is pivotal that teachers inquire into 
their own practices, to refine teaching pedagogies and inform instruction to their 
students’ understanding and learning. In other words, teachers must have the 
intrinsic motivation and varied intellectual capacities to think about their students 
in a variety of ways in order to adapt to their learning needs and engage them in 
learning (Hammer, & Schifter, 2001).

Starting from August 2014, the e-Portfolio course is renamed as the Professional 
Practice and Inquiry (PPI) course to better reflect this objective. Pre-service teachers 
are equipped with the knowledge and skills to understand students’ thinking, 
engagement and motivation, a very different role for teachers whose practice has 
been defined by more traditional result-oriented goals and teaching methods. 
Pre-service teachers are taught how to observe, collect, inquire and make 
inferences on their students’ understanding and reasoning. In addition, 
they will propose changes and alter their practices based on new understandings 
that have developed during this inquiry and investigation process (Dana & Yendol-
Hoppey, 2008; Hammer, & Schifter, 2001). 

Teacher inquiry invites intentional planned reflection and data collection on 
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classroom practices to give insights into how teachers identify students’ learning 
needs and abilities, draw upon their knowledge gleaned from NIE and inform 
their teaching practices. It is crucial that this teacher inquiry process is not 
invisible, in the privacy of each individual teacher’s own thoughts (Hammer, & 
Schifter, 2001) but made explicit. As pre-service teachers engage in the process 
of inquiry, it is important that their thinking and reflections are made public 
for discussion, sharing, debate, and purposeful educative conversation 
(Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2008). 

Therefore, during the Focused Professional Conversations conducted during 
the pre-service teachers’ practicum experience, they will be tasked to reflect 
on the following questions with the SCMs facilitating the discussions so as to 
guide them towards giving more in-depth perspectives of their students’ needs, 
abilities and learning process:

'What data (observation, interview, test marks, etc) will I collect to help me 
improve on my teaching practice?' 

'How have I used my data (observation, interview, text marks, etc) to inquire into 
my teaching practice?'

'How have I used inquiry to develop one or more Graduand Teacher 
Competencies?' 

NIE recognises the importance of fostering pre-service teachers’ ownership 
of learning and developing a disposition of inquiring into their own practices 
during their initial teacher preparation programme. Through the PPI initiative 
and with the provision of the e-Portfolio as a vehicle, pre-service teachers will be 
groomed to adopt an empowered mindset and disposition towards improving 
their professional practices.

Teachers inquire toward action, in the contexts of their classes and, to the benefit 
of their students. In the practice of teaching as in research, there can be a great 
range in the sophistication of inquiry, the quality of the data and the validity of 
teachers’ inferences (Hammer & Schifter, 2001).The professional development 
of teachers begin from the initial teacher preparation programme and continues 
on as they formally enter into the education community and become a part of 
the fraternity. As such, having inculcated a disposition of inquiry into practices 
in the classroom during their initial teacher preparation, we aim to foster an 
environment of teacher researcher in the educational fraternity. Teachers not 
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only teach to learn and learn to teach, but also actively use the classroom, 
school environment and current literatures to inform their teaching practices. 
When groups of teachers, both beginning and experienced, strive towards this 
culture of continuous refinement of their practices and learn and work together 
in collaborative inquiry of their instructional practices and student learning, it 
is more likely to have meaningful, enduring and systemic improvement in the 
teaching and learning process (Ministry of Education, 2012).

In order to prepare our teachers for the challenges of the 21st century classroom, 
we aim to develop teachers who are custodians of the values of society (Tan, Liu, & 
Low, 2012) and are thoughtful, reflective and inquiring. Through the ongoing 
collaborative partnerships - amongst NIE, Ministry of Education (MOE), Academy of 
Singapore Teachers (AST) and the schools, we seek to continue in our endeavour 
to provide opportunities to develop and extend teachers’ competencies in order 
to provide quality education for our future generation of learners.

Dr Chua Bee Leng
Sub-Dean, e-Portfolio

Office of Teacher Education
National Institute of Education
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