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T wo groups of visitors 
from overseas visited 

ELL/AG recently. They were 
shown around the AG facilities 
and given various demonstra-
tions of different types of tech-
nology available in the AG.  
 
The first group of visitors came 
South East Asian countries 
such as Laos, Myanmar, Viet-
nam and Cambodia were 
given a demonstration of digi-
tal technologies used in the 
ELL/AG. The participants of 
the ASEAN Education Train-
The-Trainers Programme 
gained practical experience 
with the Academic Writ-
ing  software, DVD’s inte-
grated with BlackBoard’s BBS 
and the ViaVoice speech rec-
ognition program.  
 
Dr Anthony Seow from the 
ELL AG and Dr Chew Lee 
Chin (PS/AG) also demon-
strated the NIECAAS software 

for English langauge online 
testing for the benefit of the 
iTOPIA visitors to NIE on 25-
26 July 2002. Dr Phillip 
Towndrow explained the vari-
ous IT facilities and software 
available in ELL for language 
teaching. Some iTopia visitors 
engaged themselves in the 
NIECAAS hands-on activities 
and in the Mac Lab.     
 
A second group of lecturers 
from Japan visited ELL/AG 
on 25 February and had a dem-
onstration of how technology is 
incorporated in English lan-
guage learning. Dr Anthony 
Seow demonstrated the NIE 
Computer-Assisted Assessment 
System (NIECAAS). The Japa-
nese visitors and their children 
also got to play on the iMacs, 
especially enjoyed the speech 
recognition and text-to-voice 
features, prepared and arranged 
by ELL faculty and staff.  

Overseas Visitors to ELL/AG 
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New Faculty at ELL 

E L L  N E W S 

Jo-Ann Netto-Shek  
 
 
♦ MA (English Language) (NUS). 
♦ BA (NUS). 
 
 

J o-Ann taught English Language and Litera-
ture at Dunman High School for 3 years be-
fore being seconded to teach in the Gifted 

Education Programme at Anglo-Chinese School 
(Independent) for 6 years. She was then seconded 
to the Curriculum Planning and Development Di-
vision of the Ministry of Education (Singapore) as 
a curriculum specialist for the Thinking Pro-
gramme. Her attachment at MOE was extended 
for the implementation of the Project Work initia-
tive in schools.  

SALLY JONES 
 
♦ M.A. TESOL Inst of Ed, Univ. of 
Lon. 
♦ Dip TEO Manchester University 
♦ B.A. Royal Holloway, Univ. of Lon 
  

 

S ally worked as a volunteer in Kenya with 
VSO (U.K.) before coming to Singapore. 
She has taught in secondary schools here 

for some years, namely Saint Joseph's Institution 
and River Valley High School. Prior to joining  
NIE she was working part-time, teaching English 
enrichment and reading courses in schools, Bus i-
ness English at NUS and on the PRC Programme 
here 

 

English Language Use in  
Singapore 

 
Academic Research Fund (AcRF) Project RP 17/01 GYQ 
Nanyang Technological University 

 
Project Description:  
This project is a combination of sociolinguistic 
probes of language use and  linguistic analyses 
of language learning. It attempts to map out the 
English language situation among school-age 
children in Singapore both synchronically and 
diachronically. It will also provide pedagogical 
suggestions for improving the English level of 
Singaporean students.  
 
Project Team:  
Principal investigator: Dr Peter Gu, ELL. Key 
members: Dr Vanithamani Saravanan, ELL; Dr 
Robyn Cox, ELL; Dr Jason Tan, PMS; Dr Hu 
Guangwei, ELL. External member: Prof. Sandra 
McKay, San Francisco State Univ.   

 
 
 

Styles and Strategies for Success: 
English Language Learning in  

Singapore Schools 
 
Education Research Fund (EdRF) Project EP1/02 GYQ 
 
Project Description:  
This three-year project focuses on the styles and 
strategies employed by Singapore students at the 
primary school level in the learning of the Eng-
lish language. We expect that this study will em-
power learners, help teachers, and inform policy 
makers with detailed information about language 
learning strategies. We hope to start with begin-
ning learners and extend our research to the sec-
ondary level at a later stage.  

 
Project Team:  
Principal investigator: Dr Peter Gu, ELL Key 
members: Dr Hu Guangwei, ELL; Dr Lawrence 
Zhang Jun, ELL; Dr Vanithamani Saravanan, 
ELL; Dr Robyn Cox, ELL; Dr Jason Tan, PMS 
External member: Prof. Sandra McKay  San 
Francisco State Univ. Project manager: Ms Je-
seca Robert. 

Research Projects at ELL 



V O L U M E  6 ,  N O .  2 .  
Page 3 

Faculty Happenings 
The following articles and pa-
pers were published and/or 
presented by faculty since the 
previous newsletter (April 
2002) [ed] 
 
 
Adam Brown 
♦ (with Chia Boh Peng) (2002). Sin-

gaporeans' reactions to Estuary 
English. English Today, 18, 33-38. 

 
Phyllis Chew 
♦ (2001). Political Women in Singa-

pore: A socio-linguistic analysis. 
Women Studies International Fo-
rum ,  24 (Dec.) , 5, 727-736. 

♦ (2002). Psycho-social Aspects of 
Aging. In Tham Seong Chee, Jenny 
Gan and Arthur Cheong (eds.) To-
wards a Society of All Ages 
(Lessons from Religion and Life). 
Singapore: United Nations Associa-
tion of Singapore. 

♦ (2002). Conflict Resolution: Link-
ing the Feminine and Masculine 
Principle  31-45. In  Leena-Maija 
Lauren and Anne Holden Ronning 
(eds.). Gendering Empowerment. 
Geneva: Internatioal Federation of 
University Women.  

 
Christian Chia 
♦ (2002) presented a paper at The 

Eighth National Conference on 
Community Languages & English 
for Speakers of Other Languages in 
Wellington, New Zealand, July 6, 
2002. "PRC scholars' beliefs in col-
laborative learning, peer feedback 
and the role of the teacher”.  

 
Robyn Cox 
♦ (2002) presented a paper at the 

Shaping English Language Instruc-
tion for International Communica-
tion conference in Yogyakarta, In-
donesia, May 20-21, 2002. "Mari 
Saya Bercerita: Using Community 
Narratives in the ELT Classroom.   

 
 

Paul Doyle 
♦ (2002) Teachers' Handbook On 

Teaching Thinking Skills Across 
Disciplines , eds. Agnes Chang 
Shook Cheong and Cheah Yin Mee, 
Prentice Hall, Singapore: Pearson 
Education Asia Pte Ltd (2002), enti-
tled "Grammar Learning and Think-
ing (pp. 127-133)". 

 

Mary Ellis 
♦ (2002) presented a paper at the 

Mid-Atlantic Writing Centers Asso-
ciation Conference, Chesapeake 
College, Wye Mills , Maryland, 27 
April 2002. “ Increasing Global Lit-
eracy: The Need for a Writing Sup-
port Service at  the National Insti-
tute of Education, Singapore’s 
Teacher Training Institute” 

 
Thomas Farrell 
♦ (2002) Planning Lessons for a 

Reading Class. (RELC Portfolio 
series; v. 6).   Singapore: SEAMEO 
Regional Language Centre. 

♦ (2002). Classroom Discourse: An 
Introduction. Prentice Hall Sprint 
print: Singapore  

♦ (2002) “Lesson Planning.” In J. C. 
Richards & W. A. Renandya (Eds.), 
Methodology in language teaching: 
An anthology of current practice. 
New York: Cambridge University 
Press (pp. 30-39). 

♦ (2002). Reflections on reflective 
practice. The Dhurakijpundit Uni-
versity Journal, 1 ,1: 53-61 

♦ (2002) conducted a workshop  at 
37th RELC International Seminar 
April 22-24, 2002:  A Strategic Ap-
proach to Teaching Reading 

♦ Presented a paper at IATEFL, York 
University, UK, March 2002. Con-
cept maps to trace conceptual 
change in preservice English lan-
guage teachers. 

 
Christine Goh 
♦ (2002). Exploring listening compre-

hension tactics and their interaction 
patterns. System, 30, 185-206. 

♦ (2002) Teaching Listening in the 
Language Classroom. RELC. Sin-
gapore  

♦ (2002) Teachers’ Handbook on 
Teaching Generic Thinking Skills, 
Singapore: Pearson Education, 
Sprint Print Singapore —(with 
Agnes Chang (Eds)). 

♦ (2002) Developing  thinking skills 
through language practice activities. 
In Chang, A. & Cheah, Y. M. (Eds.)  
Teachers’ Handbook on Teaching 
Thinking Skills Across Disciplines,: 
Pearson Education, Singapore, 111-
126. (with Yio Siew Koon). 

♦ (2002) A metacognitive framework 
for reflective journals. In Chang, A. 
& Goh, C. C. M. (Eds.)  Teachers’ 
Handbook on Teaching Generic 
Thinking Skills, Singapore: Pearson 
Education, Singapore, 8-21. (with 
Zhang Donglan). 

♦ (2002) conducted a workshop  at 
37th RELC International Seminar 
April 22-24, 2002. " A framework 
for designing listening lessons 

Hu Guangwei  
♦ (2002) Psychological constraints on 

the utility of metalinguistic knowl-
edge in second language produc-
tion. Studies in Second Language 
Acquisition, 24, 347-386. 

♦ (2002) Recent important develop-
ments in secondary English-
language teaching in the People's 
Republic of China. Language, Cul-
ture and Curriculum, 15, 30-49 

♦ (2002) presented a paper at TESOL 
2002: Language and the Human 
Spirit, in the colloquium on Interna-
tional Comparisons of English Lan-
guage Pedagogy, April 2002, Salt 
L a k e  C i t y ,  U t a h ,  U S A .  
"Development of Secondary-Level 
English Syllabuses in the People's 
Republic of China". 

 

Continued on page 4 
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Lynette May 
♦ (2002) Discourse and assess-

ment. Annual Review of Applied 
Linguistics, 22, 221-242. A co-
authored paper with Tim McNa-
mara  and  Kathryn  Hi l l   
(University of Melbourne Lan-
guage Testing Research Centre).  

 

Mick Randall 
♦ (2002) Action Pack, Teacher’s 

Book 5  & 6 Balberry Publishing: 
Longman. 

♦ The Responsible Thinking 
Room – First Impressions of a 
Singaporean Secondary School. 
ELLTA(S) Magazine, Vol 1, No. 
1. 

 

Kirsten Schaetzel 
♦ (2002)  “Two suggestions for 

improving discussion skills” in 
the TESOL English as a For-
eign Language Newsletter,  Au-
gust, 2002. 

♦ (2002)  with Chan Ho, 
“Tutorials:  A way of building 
community in the classroom” 
English Teaching Forum, forth-
coming October, 20:4. 

♦ (2002)  presented a paper at TE-
SOL, 2002, in Salt Lake City, 
Utah, April 10. 2002.  “Helping 
Asian students learn discussion 
skills” is a co-authored paper 
with Xiaobo Shen, a graduate 
student at the University of Ma-
cao. 

 
Phillip Towndrow 
♦ (2002) Towndrow, P.A. & Va l-

lance, M. Using Information 
Technology in the Language 

Classroom: A Practical Guide 
for Teachers and Students. Pren-
tice Hall Sprint Print: Singapore. 

♦ (2002) Towndrow, P.A. & Kan-
nan, J. The Role of Collabora-
tion in the Design and Produc-
tion of On-line English Lan-
guage Learning Materials. 
Teaching and Learning, Vol. 23, 
No. 1, pp. 77-84. 

 
Sandra Williams 
♦ (2002) Sandra Williams pre-

sented a paper at a conference 
"English Language Studies" 
held at Sanata Dharma Univer-
sity, Yogyakarta, Indonesia in 
May. "Down the Rabbit Hole: 
An Examination of Literature 
and Culture through Children's 
Books" was subsequently pub-
lished as conference proceed-
ings. 

 
Jo-Ann Netto-Shek 
♦ (2002). Using Dimensions of 

Learning as a Framework for the 
Teaching of Literature -in-
English. In Chang, A. & Cheah, 
Y.M. (eds). Teachers' Handbook 
on Teaching Thinking Skills 
Across Disciplines . Prentice 
Hall: Singapore. (p.134-147). 

 
Vanithamani Saravanan 
♦ (2002). Effects of socio -

economic status and social net-
works on linguistic behaviour: 
focus on Singapore. In (Maya 
K h e m l a n i  D a v i d  e d ) .
Methodological And Analytical 
Issues in Language Maintenance 
and Language Shift Studies. Du-
isburg Papers on Research in 
L a n g u a g e  a n d  C u l t u r e .
Duisburger Arbeiten Zur 

Sprach-Und Kulturwissenschaft. 
Peter Lang GmbH.No 46. 127-
140. 

 
Lim Beng Soon 
♦ (2001). Penggunaan Bahasa Me-

layu di Singapura: Satu Pemeri-
halan Ringkas, (with Teoh Boon 
Seong) Jurnal Bahasa Moden, 
13, 51-64. 

♦ (2001) Challenges Confronting 
Translators in Multilingual and 
Multiethnic Singapore, (with 
Teoh Boon Seong) Babel - In-
ternational Journal of Transla-
tion, 47:1, 22-34. 

 
Lawrence J. Zhang 
♦ (2002). Exploring EFL reading 

as a metacognitive experience: 
Reader awareness and reading 
performance. Asian Journal of 
English Language Teaching, 12. 
65-90.  

♦ (2002). Lawrence J. Zhang pre-
sented a paper at the 9th Interna-
tional Symposium on Contem-
porary Linguistics, 19-21 Octo-
ber, 2002, Beijing, China.  
"Methods, findings, and instruc-
tional issues in learner strategy 
research in SLA: Two decades 
of studies on Chinese EFL learn-
ers". 

Faculty Happenings 
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By Kirsten Schaetzel 
 

T he ELL brown bag pres-
entations continued 
with a variety of speak-

ers and topics. In February, 
M i c k  R a n d a l l ’ s  t a l k ,  
“Evaluating Critical Ethnogra-
phy” combined his interest in 
ethnography, Canagarajah’s  
Resisting Imperialism in Eng-
lish Language Teaching  and 
his work in a secondary school 
last term. Discussion began 
with an excerpt from Canagara-
jah’s text describing an English 
class in Sri Lanka and pro-
ceeded to whether or not this 
version of what is happening in 
the classroom is a reliable ver-
sion. Concepts such as descrip-
tive and critical ethnographies 
and mainstream and critical 
pedagogy were also discussed. 
These concepts were then ap-
plied to a text and to survey re-
sults gathered during Mick’s 
ethnographic research at a sec-
ondary school. 

 
In March, Low Ee Ling  shared 
information on one of her cur-
rent research projects. Her talk 
“Instrumental Research on the 
Pronunciation of Singapore 
English:  Work in Progress” fo-
cused on an acoustic analysis of 
Singapore English and its peda-

gogical applications. Adam 
Brown, David Deterding and 
Christine Goh are also research-
ers on this project. In this talk, 
Ee Ling first outlined the ra-
tionale and procedure behind 
the collation of the NIE Corpus 
of Spoken Singapore English 
(NIECSSE) and then presented 

samples from the corpora. Read 
passages of the North Wind and 
the Sun, a standard text used in 
phonetic research across 18 dif-
ferent languages, were com-
pared using Low and Grabe’s 
Pairwise Variability Index, a 
measure of variability in vowel 
duration. Future research will 
focus on whether it is relatively 
easier to acquire the rhythm of 
a syllable -timed language 
(Singapore English) or that of a 
stress-timed one (British Eng-
lish). 

 
In April, we had a visiting 
speaker, Josephine Mirador 

who spoke on her PhD disserta-
tion research “Assessment 
Feedback in Higher Education.”  
She is Mick Randall’s advisee 
from the University of South-
ampton. Her research examines 
the comments that tutors make 
on student papers and students’ 
reactions to these comments. As 
those of us in the audience were 
marking papers at the time of 
this presentation, a lively dis-
cussion of her preliminary re-
sults ensued. 
Brown bag lunches for this term 
are as follows: 
♦ July 31, 2002 Sandra 

McKay, “Writing for Pub-
lication.”  

♦ August 21, 2002      T o m 
Farrell, “The impact of the 
methods (and other) 
courses:  What are we 
really achieving?” 

♦ September 18, 2002, Phil-
lip Towndrow, “Adaptive 
and maladaptive motiva-
tional patterns in on-line 
learners.”  

♦ October 16, 2002 Alvin 
Leong, “Pro-drop feature of 
CSE.” 

 
These brown bag lunches 
will be held in 03-B1-12 
from 1:30 to 2:20. 

 

Brown Bag Lunches at ELL 
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ELL/AG congratulates Dr Neil Murphy 
and his wife Su on the birth of their 
baby daughter, Nadia, Roisin Murphy. 



 
Philip Towndrow Ed.D. 
 
♦ University of Durham. UK 
 
 
 

 
Adaptive and Malaptive Motivational Responses 
in On-line Learners.  
 

Abstrac t 

T he speed at which on-line technologies are being 
adopted in the learning of English as a second or for-
eign language creates an urgent need to establish 

links between theoretical positions and professional practice 
in the digital realm. As far as issues in motivation studies are 
concerned, much of what is known about the way learners of 
English behave is classroom and print-based and may not 
illuminate operational matters on-line to their fullest extent. 

This thesis describes the trial of English academic 
reading skills materials designed for Chinese scholars attend-
ing a tertiary-level institution overseas and attempts to iden-
tify and understand the variables that affected their perform-
ance on-line. The data collected from both quantitative and 
qualitative sources were considered within a framework that 
identifies distinct patterns of behaviour, classified either as 
adaptive or maladaptive, insofar as they affect the ways 
learners use their talents in the classroom. 

Analysis of the data showed that some Participants 
seemed to obstruct their own learning on-line through their 
negative affective responses to the technology, materials and 
pedagogy used on the course. Others were able to achieve to 
a certain extent personally challenging and valued achieve-
ment goals. The data also highlighted challenges facing lan-
guage tutors on-line in relationship building, fostering reflec-
tive practice and promoting independence, and self-direction. 
Such areas of research are considered to be of particular 
value to practitioners who work in on-line contexts and have 
difficulty in identifying and managing the dynamics of the 
environment they are involved in. 

Several implications are drawn from this study con-
cerning the exploitation of on-line learning environments 
with Chinese students. Chief among these concern the claim 
that cultural factors have a powerful influence on the manner 
in which these students study and react on-line. In particular, 
issues of ‘face-management’ and the operation of the ‘self-
worth motive’ are highlighted and commented upon. 
 
************************************************ 

 
Lim Beng Soon Ph.D. 
 
♦ NUS, Singapore 
 
 
 
 
 

Transfer of Malay politeness strategies into Sin-
gapore English: A Study on Singapore Bilinguals  
 
 

Abstract 

T his study entitled “Transfer of Malay politeness 
strategies into Singapore English: A Study on Singa-
pore Bilinguals” has two main objectives. They are 

to analyse the politeness strategies of Singapore Malay and 
to chart the extent of transfers of such strategies into the local 
variety of English. The framework of Brown & Levinson 
(1987) is the primary framework of analysis of the data and 
this framework is augmented with salient considerations 
namely from House & Kasper (1981). Their frameworks 
have been extensively modified in this study.    

This study has intimated through its title that Singa-
pore Malay politeness strategies have influenced Singapore 
English and this is not surprising, as many who are familiar 
with this variety of English would testify. However, it is the 
degree to which Singapore Malay has been influenced by 
Singapore English strategies that is significant, unexpected 
and interesting, bearing in mind that Singapore Malay is the 
mother tongue of all the respondents.   

It would not be unjustified therefore to suggest that 
not only has Singapore Malay been a great influence on Sin-
gapore English but that the reverse also holds true. The dis-
placement of hitherto classic Singapore Malay politeness 
strategies by strategies stemming from an Anglo-Saxon ori-
gin would undoubtedly have recriminations beyond the realm 
of politeness and discourse studies. It is symptomatic of the 
changes  in, and amongst languages in contact and is bound to 
have a wide ranging implication for linguists, anthropologists 
and psychologists in general and those interested in the disci-
pline of Malay studies in particular.  
************************************************* 
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Peter Teo Chin Soon Ph.D. 
 
♦ Lancaster University, UK  
 
 
 

Sloganising Singapore: A Critical Discourse 
Analysis of Campaign Slogans in Singapore 
 

Abstract 
“Campaign country” is what one writer has dubbed Singa-
pore (Lazar, 2000), and for good reason too. As a set of gov-
ernment-initiated strategies designed to modify Singapor-
eans’ practices, behaviours and attitudes, national campaigns 
have been infiltrating into practically every aspect of socio-
political and socio-cultural life in Singapore for over four 
decades. The aim of this study is to probe into the language 
of the slogans used in these national campaigns in the do-
mains of Civic-Consciousness, Language and Culture, Pro-
ductivity and Technology, Environment and Conservation 
and, lastly, Family and Marriage. Specifically, the study 
seeks to analyse the lexicogrammatical form and pragmatic 
function of these campaign slogans to understand how they 
have been used to manufacture and perpetuate socio-political 
ideals and socio-cultural values in Singapore. The broader 
goal is to arrive at an understanding of the role of campaign 
slogans in the discursive construction of Singapore society.  

                One significant feature uncovered at the level of 
lexicogrammar is the largely injunctive character of the slo-
gans, reflecting a sharply asymmetrical power structure be-
tween the government and people of Singapore in the way 
the government imposes its authority unilaterally over the 
people. The pragmatic analysis unveiled a panoply of prag-
matic strategies by which the slogans’ illocutionary intent of 
directing and galvanising the people towards a change in atti-
tude or behaviour are ‘operationalised’. While some of these 
strategies reinforced the government’s authoritarianism, oth-
ers attenuated it by constructing a sense of solidarity and 
shared responsibility between the government and the peo-
ple.   The inter-discursive analysis revealed the imbrication 
of several discursive features associated with the domains of 
advertising, conversation and literature within the discursive 
structure of the campaign slogans. Another interesting find-
ing is that, in various ways and to varying extents, all five 
domains of the campaign slogans appear to manifest a shift 
in tone, style or focus taking place around 1990. This was 
linked to the transfer of leadership to the second generation 
of leaders led by Goh Chok Tong, who embodies and up-
holds a markedly more consensual style of governance. Fi-
nally, it was shown that the government’s exploitation of the 
social practice of national campaigning to help perpetuate its 
socio-political ideals and socio-cultural values can be traced 
to the government’s successful development and propagation 
of a pervasive and deeply entrenched ideology of pragmatism 
in order to effect hegemonic control over the people in Sin-
gapore. 

 
Sim Wai Chew Ph.D. 
 
♦ University of Warwick, UK 
 
 

Gobalisation and dislocation in the novels of Ka-
zuo Ishiguro 
 

Abstract 
Celebratory claims for the epistemic centrality of the dias-
poric, nomadic and non-territorial subject have been ad-
vanced in recent years. Migrancy is said to confer privileged 
sensibility and ocular omnipotence; it has also been proposed 
as a universal ontological condition. At the same time there 
has been immense critical investiture in the counter-
hegemonic valencies of diasporic and syncretic or hybrid cul-
tural forms, which are often parsed as inherently oppositional 
or subversive, all of which helps to buttress theoretical 
moves that downplay or dismiss paradigms of rootedness, 
territoriality and/or national identity in contemporary critical 
discourse.  

                 This dissertation challenges the articulations above 
through a critical elaboration of the writings of Anglo-
Japanese author Kazuo Ishiguro. It does this by drawing at-
tention to the operation of exilic self-fashioning in Ishiguro’s 
fiction. But, more importantly, it shows that his writing in-
scribes a trajectory that is metacritical in its ambit, sugges t-
ing that critical elucidation of cosmopolitan cultural produc-
tion needs to attend to the systematicity and effects of inter-
national capital if its oppositional impetus is not to be emas-
culated. This claim derives from the propensity in Ishiguro’s 
fiction to refine the substance of earlier work in response to 
their popular reception, while simultaneously restating con-
testatory themes, which means that his authorial trajectory is 
also able to illuminate some of the commonplace misrecogni-
tions underwriting the reception of cosmopolitan cultural 
production. Insofar as the increasingly normative insistence 
on the oppositional makeup of diasporic and syncretic cul-
tural forms and experiences tends to misjudge the appropriat-
ive proclivities of global capital the predominance of the for-
mer in critical discourse is, therefore, deeply problematised, 
together with the allied propensity to devalue materialist in-
terpretative categories. The importance of exilic themes in 
Ishiguro’s fiction and also the trajectory proposed here re-
minds us, however, that migrant encounters can take many 
forms, and hence that scrupulous attention must be paid to 
the negotiated specificities of different migrant encounters. 
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I had the honor of interviewing Asso-
ciate Professor Vanitha Saravanan. 
A/P Vanitha has been teaching in ELL 
for some time and has built up a 
wealth of wisdom during that time. 
She has also witnessed many 
changes in ELL and NIE over the 
years. I asked her to share some of 
the insights she has gathered over 
the years (ed.). 
 
Farrell: Vanitha, thank you so much for 
taking time out of your busy schedule to 
allow me to interview you for the ELL 
News. Let me begin by asking you when 
you first started to teach at NIE? 
Vanitha: I joined NIE soon after I com-
pleted my MA in Linguistics at the Uni-
versity of Leeds. 
 
Farrell: What were your early teaching 
experiences in the school system in Sin-
gapore? What were the schools like 
when you started to teach (and super-
vise)  at NIE in the early days? 
Vanitha: I was a teacher first at Raffles 
Institution, after that at Naval Base Sec-
ondary and then at Swiss Cottage Sec-
ondary which had 'A' level classes. I 
was a form teacher of what we called a 
Pre-University class and taught mainly 
the 'A' level literature course and the 
General Paper. I was also the head of 
the school library where I took charge 
of the purchase of print materials and 
development of library services and 
identified and developed reading 
schemes for Secondary One to the 'A' 
level classes. We held a ‘Swiss Hap-
pening’ every year where we integrated, 
poetry writing and reading and short 
play production. All English language 
teachers were involved in the Annual 
Drama Festival of the school which was 
held at the Drama Centre at Fort Can-
ning. 

I continued this interest in 
book development when I joined NIE 
and taught with the Primary Methods 
team. Saturdays were set aside for con-
ducting workshops at schools on Eng-
lish language teaching approaches. I 
had attended a short course in Chil-
dren’s Literature at the Worcester 

School of Higher Education and a con-
ference on Children’s Literature at the 
University of Stirling. I used this ex-
perience to identify and develop Chil-
dren's Literature materials for the NIE 
library especially with an emphasis on 
Asian Children's books.  
                 I went back to supervis e in 
schools where I started my own school 
days. I was at Canberra Primary School, 
which was considered a 'kampong' 
school, where children on Saturdays 
grew maize and chilies in the school 
garden so that they could keep a record 
of observations in their science logs. 
Next door was Naval Base Secondary 
where I had gone to school, and went 
back to teach as a secondary school 
teacher with some of the teachers who 
had taught me in my secondary school 
days. The school was located at Admi-
ralty Road next to the British Naval 
Base. I could organize school visits to 
huge military ships and submarines that 
were docked at the shipyard for their 
mini class projects. I was back at the 
school as an NIE supervisor and at 
many of these schools I gave book talks 
which helped with their school library 
development. 
 
Farrell: What are the main changes 
you see in the education system in gen-
eral and teaching in particular in Sin-
gapore since you first started at NIE? 
Vanitha: Schools are the sites for dy-
namic learning environment. While 
there was use of audio -visual materials 
in the 70s and 80s’, I remember for in-
stance, using LPs to teach Shakespeare, 
and the poetry of Y.B.Yeats, T.S.Eliot, 
the ‘War Poets’, Owen and Sassoon in 
today’s classroom; the use of instruc-
tional technology provides learners with 
a choice of using other approaches and 
resources to learning. Currently a large 
number of educational initiatives have 
been included ranging from IT literacy 
to language literacy, mathematics and 
sciences. In language teaching there has 
been tremendous educational reform 
with greater emphasis on literacy devel-
opment instead of a skills -based ap-
proach. Language teaching approaches 
include genre and registers using text 
types to contextualise the teaching of 
skills. Teacher trainers have responded 
by providing and creating dynamic pro-
grammes for the professional develop-
ment of teachers. 

 At NIE even before the shift 
to the new campus to Yunnan Gardens, 
several initiatives were undertaken 
within the degree programmes, expand-
ing the MA & PhD programmes with a 
greater emphasis given to research in 
education and in the various disciplines. 
 
Farrell: Have the types of students 
changed over the years at NIE? 
Vanitha:  Many teacher trainees now 
do not come straight out of university 
or college programmes. They have had 
careers and working experience outside 
of education in banking, finance, law, 
and mass-communications. The chal-
lenge is to develop their potential and 
train them as school teachers and ad-
ministrators. 
 
Farrell: How do you see the teaching 
profession in the future in Singapore? 
Vanitha Teaching can be a rewarding 
profession. Teachers are identified early 
for career development. One of the 
schemes introduced is identifying mas-
ter teachers who have valuable experi-
ence to share with younger teachers. I 
recently met my former ‘A’ level stu-
dent who is training to become a master 
teacher. Other teachers who were 
trained at NIE have joined MOE to take 
charge of various projects. A number of 
teachers I taught with have become 
principals of schools and several are 
now deputy directors at MOE. Future 
teacher training will have to respond to 
training teachers for different types of 
learners in different types of schools. 
The neighborhood schools where a 
range of curriculum initiatives are being 
undertaken require and deserve as much 
attention as the independent, autono-
mous schools  
 
Farrell:  Vanitha, thank you very 

Interview with A/P Vanitha Saravanan 
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much for your time. 
 
 

DD r Pat Wong spent the morning of 27 
April showing a group of participants 

various methods of approaching creative writ-
ing in the classroom. She focused on how 
teachers of creative writing can get young writ-
ers to feel comfortable with using words and 
she showed how ideas for creative writing are 
all around us if we care to look.  “Have you 
ever tried getting your students to describe a 
pencil without using the word ‘pencil’? It’ll 
prove most challenging. The idea is to get stu-
dents to move away from the conformity and 
the clichés that they seem never to get away 
from and begin to really think of words. Take 
the kids out. Observe the surroundings. Why 
not write a story based 
on that particular per-
son right there? A 
good start would be by 
asking yourself a host 
of questions. Who is 
he? Why is he there? 
How did he get there? 
Why did he choose 
this place? Is he lost? 
Who is he related to?” 
Questions like these 
help give context, per-
sonality, family his-
tory, relationship be-
tween the present and 
the past and gradually a narrative takes shape.  
“Why not change the ‘background’? A man sit-
ting on a picnic bench in a park and a man sit-
ting on a bench in a dingy kitchen will have dif-
ferent narratives woven around them. How 
about changing the point of view?”  Yet another 
variation of the story might emerge. More ideas 
were explored and discussed after which Dr 
Wong shared with us her poems and writing  

(Go get hold of The Centre of the Universe!). 
However, all good things had to come to an end 
and so the workshop ended. We finally under-
stood what Dr Pat Wong meant when she called 
her workshop, Taking the `work’ out of a Writ-
ing Workshop’ 
 
Some comments from the workshop partici-
pants: 
 
The speaker has a lot of ideas. It’s good to get 
the students to think of things in a different 
light. I never thought of role-playing by the 
teacher. This is usually done by the students. I 
will try this out.  

 
Pat Wong’s approach to crea-
tive writing is very refreshing.  
 
I learnt a lot today. Most par-
ticularly, I have to learn to be 
more relaxed, to be less self-
conscious of myself, not to be 
shy to act out roles, to put on 
various expressions so that 
my lesson will be alive.  
 
Good ideas. Getting away 
from the stereotypes is a very 
useful idea.   
 

Great! Something different. Not about assess-
ment and evaluation and grades! Wished it 
were on a weekday. My friends would then be 
able to come. 
 
The workshop was organised by ELLTAS, 
English Language and Literature Teachers 
Association, Singapore. 
 

Workshop on Creative  
Writing 

ELL/AG web page:  http://www.ELL.nie.edu.sg  

Dr Pat Wong 
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the test on the test-taker, and the short and 
long term consequences of testing.  

 
In the second part of the book Shohamy 
presents three studies examining  the intro-
duction of new tests on a national scale in 
schools, and explores the relationship be-
tween the intended use of each test and the 
actual effect of its implementation on 
teaching, learning and policy. After exa m-
ining the introduction of a large scale read-
ing comprehension test to primary schools 
in an unnamed country, a test of Arabic to 
high school students in Israel, and a test of 
oral proficiency in English for the matricu-
lation exam in Israel, she concludes that 
“the purpose of introducing the tests was 
not to measure language. In none of the 
cases were students or teachers given any 
feedback or diagnosis that could have had 
input into language performance. Rather, 
the tests were used as triggers and vehicles 
through which educational agendas could 
be carried out.” (p85)   

 
In the third section, the social and educa-
tional consequences of high-stakes testing 
are examined in greater depth. The process 
through which  “tests become the de facto 
knowledge” (p116) is explored, and Sho-
hamy argues convincingly that symbolic 
power and ideologies are manifested in 
tests.     

 
The final section explores ways of limiting 
the power of tests and nurturing the spirit 
of ethical testing. These include introduc-
ing more genuinely collaborative forms of 
assessment and including alternative as-
ses sment activities where the balance of 
power between test creators and test takers 
is redressed.   Shohamy argues that for real 
change to occur, test creators and users 
must become more aware of their responsi-
bilities, and test-takers more aware of their 
rights. The Appendix contains the Code of 

A Critical Perspective on 
the Uses of Language 

Tests 
Elena Shohamy  2001 
Longman: Harlow, UK182 pages 
 

T he past decade has seen a shift 
in our understanding of lan-
guage tes ting towards the re-

alisation that a test is not an isolated 
event: it is embedded in a social con-
text, and thus has both a symbolic 
meaning and consequences far beyond 
the classroom or exam hall where the 
actual testing takes place. In “The 
Power of Tests” Shohamy analyses 
the underlying assumptions of past 
and present language testing practices.   
Building on Messick’s (1989) concept 
of consequential validity and Spol-
sky’s (1995) exploration of the use of 
standardized language tests for institu-
tional purposes, Shohamy presents a 
disturbing picture of tests used pri-
marily for control and as an exercise 
of power, rather than serving any use-
ful function for two of the key stake-
holders: test-takers and teachers. 
 
The book is divided into four parts. In 
chapters one to six, Shohamy critiques 
basic assumptions and concepts of 
testing. She is particularly scathing of 
the power vested in tests through their 
ostensibly scientific and objective na-
ture, the use of psychometric proce-
dures as the only way of establishing 
reliability and validity of tests, and the 
lack of consideration of test-taker 
feedback in the development and im-
plementation of many traditional tests. 
Shohamy argues for a move toward 
more “use-oriented” testing, which 
would take into account the impact of 

Ethics adopted by the International 
Language Testing Association in 
2000, which outlines principles for the 
professional conduct of language tes t-
ers. 
 
“The Power of Testing” is a powerful, 
and at times confronting, challenge to 
those involved in the creation and use 
of language tests to take full responsi-
bility for the decisions they make. Al-
though some points may at first seem 
self-evident, it is through the system-
atic exploration of the overt and cov-
ert reasons for testing and the in-
tended and unintended consequences 
that Shohamy challenges all of us who 
have felt a deep sense of unease when 
creating, using and interpreting the 
results of “high stakes” tests to exa m-
ine our own testing practices far more 
critically. Through its questioning of 
the underlying principles and ethics of 
testing, the book has resonance far 
beyond the field of language testing.   

 
Messick, S.  (1989)  Validity. In R.L. 
Linn (ed) Educational measurement 
(3rd  edn). Washington, DC: The 
American Council on Education and 
the National Council of Measurement 
in Education, pp13-103. 
Spolksy, B. (1995) Measured Words: 
The Development of Objective Lan-
guage Testing . Oxford: Oxford Un i-
versity Press 
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