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Get to know the theories and issues that inspired defining 
trends in educational research, policy and practice. 
 

Getting In on the Action 

The term "action research" has been bandied among the teaching community for several 
years now. But while the concept has received in-principle approval from practitioners, 
the actual adoption and implementation of this practice in classrooms has been slow to 
take off. What is action research really about? What do teachers stand to gain from it? 
SingTeach takes a critical look at what action research has to offer. 

Click here to read more. 
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Page 1 of 2 
The term "action research" has been bandied among the teaching 
community for several years now. But while the concept has received in-
principle approval from practitioners, the actual adoption and 
implementation of this practice in classrooms has been slow to take off. 
What is action research really about? What do teachers stand to gain 
from it? SingTeach takes a critical look at what action research has to 
offer. 

 
  

Ask a question about teaching and you'll easily find 
yourself reeling from the number of books and 
academic journals devoted to education. Thanks to 
the Internet and the modern library, teachers in 
Singapore have all of these within easy reach. Yet, 
despite the "answers" offered by academic research, 
many teachers still find themselves asking the same 
question: How can these work inside my classroom? 

  

Action research encourages teachers to explore, investigate and figure out the issues 
they face in their own classrooms. Unknown to many, this kind of research was actually 
inspired by scholars, teachers and teacher educators who believed that research could 
also come from teachers, instead of just being about them.  

Action what? 
While the term "action research" only emerged in the 1950s, the idea of teachers asking 
questions about their own practice has been around since the early 20th century. In 
fact, John Dewey (1904) himself criticised the tendency of educational development to 
"jump uncritically" from one new technique to the next. He believed that teachers had 
an important role in determining what worked and what did not work in the classroom.  

Lewin (1948) took it a step further by criticising the usefulness of basic research, that is, 
research which only aims to expand knowledge and not create or change something. 
According to him, there needed to be another kind of research to create social change. 
By the 1970s, the Centre for Applied Research in Education was established at the 
University of East Anglia, in the United Kingdom, where teachers were encouraged to be 
more involved in the research process. 

Today, action research is defined as teacher-initiated classroom investigation that seeks 
to give teachers a better understanding of their practice and, hopefully, bring about 
change in the classroom. It goes against the "process-product" paradigm where one 
simply looks at how a teacher's behaviour affects student performance (more often than 
not, as seen through test scores) and does not take into account the fact that they are 
theorisers, interpreters and critics of their own practice as well. 

In Singapore, the Teachers Network organises Learning Circles, which are specifically 
dedicated to answering these kinds of questions. Here, teachers are encouraged to do 
action research by collaboratively discussing, investigating and improving on their own 
practice. Action research projects include a whole range of topics and often reflect real 

  



 

concerns that teachers deal with every day.  

But does it count as "real" research? 
However, action research also has its own share of criticism. After all, full-time teachers 
cannot be expected to conduct research studies in the way that their university-based 
counterparts do. This is why some academics dismiss action research as not "rigorous" 
enough.  

Action research is also not an easy task, especially for teachers who have to juggle 
many responsibilities, from grading papers to leading co-curricular activities. According 
to Professor Marilyn Cochran-Smith, an American teacher educator and researcher, 
generative action research requires "an inquiry stance" where one is always questioning, 
exploring and improving teaching and learning. This can be challenging in the real world 
of school bureaucracy, tight deadlines and limited time.  

Professor Cochran-Smith also points out that action research is not meant to replace 
university-based research. Rather, it generates local knowledge which comes from a 
teacher's own inquiry and that of others. As a result, action research makes use of a 
different methodology as compared to regular academic research. It is inspired by 
problems in practice, or discrepancies between a particular intention and reality. In 
contrast, basic research emerges from a study in a discipline and the analysis of 
theoretical, empirical literature.  

Where do we go from here? 
Today, there is a continued effort to make action research a recognised and important 
part of teachers' professional development. This includes helping teachers be smarter 
"research consumers" by knowing how to interpret, critique and use research in their 
practice, as well as learning how to pose and explore questions about what they observe 
in the classroom.  

In spite of its difficulties, action research supporters believe it is still one of the best 
ways to deal with the many challenges facing educators today. As Professor Cochran-
Smith put it, "If the alternative is that things stay the same, I'm in favour of the fight!" 
In Singapore, educators have taken on this challenge as well; with more teachers 
finding ways to gather information, inquire and improve on learning in the classroom.  

 
<< Start < Prev 1 2 Next > End >> 
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Page 2 of 2 

The Case for Action Research 

So what are the main issues for and against action research? Here is a brief look at the 
ongoing debate on whether teachers can inform, criticise and change their own practice: 

  

Parts of this article were based on the talk Professional Development, Teacher Research, 
and Inquiry by Professor Marilyn Cochran-Smith held on 13 July 2006 at the National 
Institute of Education. 

Some useful references:  
Cochran-Smith, M. (1993). Inside/outside: Teacher research and knowledge. New York: 
Teacher's College Press. 
 
Cochran-Smith, M. (2005). Teacher educators as researchers: Multiple perspectives. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 21(2), 219-225. 

Against: For:

 
Action research is biased. How can 
teachers do research on something 
which they are a part of? 

We need to involve teachers  
in order to understand the  
process of teaching others.  

The research is too specific. It is 
only useful for teachers in a 
particular school.

 
Although action research studies a 
particular situation, it does not mean 
that other teachers can't learn from it as 
well.  

It does not contribute to the 
academic study of the discipline of 
education. 

 
It also asks very important questions 
about theory and practice. 

When a teacher asks, "Why do  
my students like reading books in  
class but not at home?" she is  
actually implying, "Why isn't the reading 
programme encouraging  
my students to be independent readers?" 

Why should teachers do research? 
There is hardly enough time to 
teach, grade papers and do admin 
work! 

Teachers can learn by studying  
their own experiences and not  
relying only on the findings of  
others.

 
The methods and review of related 
literature of action research are not 
"rigorous" enough! 

It's not supposed to be academic 
research! 

  



 

 
Dewey, J. (1904). The relation of theory to practice in education: The third NSSE 
yearbook (Pt. 1). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Lewin, K. (1948). Resolving social conflicts. New York: Harper & Row. 

  

____________________ 

Published in SingTeach, September 2006 
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Discover innovative ideas on teaching through thought-
provoking articles on the latest research findings by NIE 
academics and researchers.  
 

A Matter of Speaking 

Wondering what to do with students who punctuate every other sentence with a lah or a 
loh whenever they speak out in class? SingTeach interviews NIE Associate Professor Low 
Ee Ling, a researcher on English in Singapore and a member of the Speak Good English 
Movement (SGEM) committee. Find out what she knows about English usage in society 
and in the classroom, and how teachers can convince students that speaking standard 
English can be shiok (enjoyable) too. 

Click here to read more. 

Help for Young Readers 

Living in the modern world requires a high standard of literacy. As we gain access to 
more and more information, the ability to read text, understand its meaning and know 
its implications has become almost indispensable. Readers today need not only to be 
efficient and selective but critical in their reading. As a result, teaching children to read 
has become a priority for schools all over the world. 

Click here to read more. 

A Tale of Two Children 

Teachers know when a student doesn't understand the lesson. When it comes to 
reading, we can tell their weakness and we know where they need help. The question is: 
Do we really know why? Mukhlis Abu Bakar helps us understand a different perspective 
of how children develop literacy skills by investigating the learning environment of the 
home. 

Click here to read more. 

Reading Beyond the Classroom 

Do your students read enough? After all the worksheets and exams, can we help them 
discover that reading is fun? CRPP researchers teamed up with a group of secondary 
school teachers to determine how well the school's Extensive Reading Programme really 
works. 

Click here to read more. 
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Wondering what to do with students who punctuate every other 
sentence with a lah or a loh whenever they speak out in class? SingTeach 
interviews NIE Associate Professor Low Ee Ling, a researcher on English 
in Singapore and a member of the Speak Good English Movement (SGEM) 
committee. Find out what she knows about English usage in society and 
in the classroom, and how teachers can convince students that speaking 
standard English can be shiok (enjoyable) too. 

Q: What is Standard Singapore English (SSE), and how is it different from 
Colloquial Singapore English (CSE), and prevalent versions of standard English, 
such as US and UK English?   

 
 
A: SSE is defined as the variety of English (spoken 
and written) of proficient English users in Singapore 
for formal purposes, such as in education, law and 
the media.  
  
SSE grammar and vocabulary does not differ 
markedly from standard English as spoken in the US 
or UK but in terms of accent (pronunciation), it is 
distinctively Singaporean. 
   

CSE is sometimes equated with Singlish, or the informal, colloquial variety of Singapore 
English with its own unique linguistic features in terms of grammar, vocabulary and 
pronunciation. It is used either by those with a limited proficiency in English or by 
proficient users who choose to use it for informal communicative situations such as 
conversing with close friends and family members.  

Q:  There have been many anecdotes about foreigners not understanding 
Singlish. Is there any research on intelligibility of SSE and CSE as perceived by 
non-Singaporeans?  

A: NIE has a project investigating the intelligibility of Singapore English worldwide. First, 
we collected a corpus of spoken English comprising the conversational speech of student 
teachers at NIE from different ethnic groups. This variety is somewhere in between SSE 
and CSE since the speech situation is not very formal. 

Samples from the corpus were played to students in Britain, while we played samples of 
Estuary English (a modern variety of British English which is increasingly popular 
amongst younger Britons) to their Singaporean counterparts. It was found that British 
listeners were better able to comprehend Singaporean speakers than vice versa.  

The NIE corpus was also played to students in Australia and foreign students studying 
there, namely from Bhutan, China, Iraq, Japan and Taiwan. The Australians had little 
difficulty understanding Singapore English but not so for the others.  

This shows that English spoken by NIE student teachers is understood by native 
speakers of English in Britain and Australia but less so by people from other Asian 
countries. Singapore English compares favourably with the speech of many young 
people from Britain.  

  



As we position ourselves as the regional hub for trade, education, health care and 
research, it is crucial for us to achieve language intelligibility with our Asian neighbours 
and not just with native speakers of English. We can be proud of a largely English-
speaking population but also strive for higher standards so that the variety we speak is 
understood both regionally and globally. 

Q: Has any research been done that can inform us about the use of SSE and 
CSE in Singapore, particularly in the classroom context?  
  
A: In general, current research supports our intuition that students use Singlish as a 
solidarity marker, when they feel comfortable with their teacher and amongst 
themselves and when clarifying doubts with each other about the teacher's instructions 
during lessons.  

Anne Pakir from the National University of Singapore has investigated code-switching in 
the classroom and other conversational domains. Over at NIE, I am aware of research 
done by Lubna Alsagoff with Melody Kwek on the use of CSE by Singapore teachers. It is 
used by teachers who want to reach out to their students and also by those who want to 
ensure that their students understand what is being taught. Phyllis Chew found, very 
interestingly, that undergraduates generally supported SGEM and even though they use 
CSE, they want their own children and students to speak SSE. Vanitha Saravanan's 
research with Susan Gwee explores the sociolinguistic and language behaviours of 38 
Primary 3 pupils when they're participating in interactive activities in class.   

Q: How should teachers deal with the usage of CSE in the classrooms? Can 
teachers harness students' knowledge and use of CSE to enhance their learning 
of SSE?  

A: I think the teacher must first of all ascertain the level of English proficiency of their 
students by observing their conversations and writing. Then, they can decide whether 
the students are: 

i) generally proficient users of English, who are able to code-switch effortlessly 
between SSE and CSE;  
 
ii) unable to code-switch, speak only CSE and are most comfortable speaking in 
their mother tongue language; or  
 
iii) only use one variety of English in and out of the classroom and it's always 
SSE.   

In the first scenario, teachers could talk to their students about the appropriate use of 
CSE and SSE every time students use CSE in the classroom. The teacher can also design 
a survey comprising different conversational situations??ome formal, some informal??nd 
ask students which variety of English they would use in each one. Classroom debates 
about the use of Singlish will also encourage students to think about the topic for 
themselves.  

The second situation is also very real in many classrooms. It is therefore important for 
teachers not to tell their students off when they use CSE. Instead, gently coax the 
students to use only English in the classroom. If all they speak is CSE, remember that 
you have a duty to encourage them to use English, and build their confidence and 
proficiency. Many motivational methods have been used by expert teachers for this type 
of students, such as getting them to perform in a play for a school function or at the 
national level so that they are motivated to speak the best English they possibly can. 
Getting students to write a journal or blog during English classes can also help them to 
slowly get used to writing in standard English.  

If the third situation best describes the classroom, the teacher can stimulate debate and 
discussion about why it may be necessary to code-switch to CSE, if at all.  

Q: How can teachers help and encourage students to learn and use SSE in 
classroom and in daily life? 

 
A: Teachers need to impress upon 
their students that the use of CSE is 
important for building solidarity and 
binding the society together. It also 
has a lot of comic value which lets 
Singaporeans enjoy a light moment 
together. However, there are many 



 

situations where the use of CSE is inappropriate and as such, it is extremely important 
to master SSE. For example, when communicating with foreigners in both informal 
settings and important formal occasions, the use of SSE is essential, not just to be 
understood but also to be respected by the international community.  

Finally, teachers should emphasise to students that SSE offers them more opportunities 
and will help them to function in an increasingly globalised world. Teachers can also 
encourage students to discuss openly why they resist the use of SSE so that they can 
have an avenue to express their innermost feelings about the topic.  

Q: Teachers have been identified by the SGEM as an important group of people 
who can help to improve the standard of English in Singapore. What role do 
you see teachers playing? 
  
A: Apart from encouraging the use of SSE in the classroom, teachers also serve as role 
models for their students, whether they like it or not. Therefore, at the most basic level, 
teachers must make sure that they themselves are capable of using SSE and of telling 
the difference between CSE and SSE. To do so, they need to be highly proficient users of 
the English language in both its written and spoken forms. They should therefore first 
reflect about their own level of proficiency and be very honest about it. If they discover 
that it is less than desirable or that they still have room for improvement, they should 
quickly enrol in the many in-service courses that target these areas of need, be it in 
grammar or pronunciation. Teachers can enquire about such courses at NIE, the British 
Council and the Regional English Language Centre (RELC).  

English departments within each school should also have a support group in which 
teachers can share resources or advice. There should not be a climate of fear as the end 
goal is for them to provide the exemplars of standard English for their students by being 
role models of highly proficient users of English themselves.  

____________________ 

Published in SingTeach, September 2006 
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Living in the modern world requires a high standard of literacy. As we 
gain access to more and more information, the ability to read text, 
understand its meaning and know its implications has become almost 
indispensable. Readers today need not only to be efficient and selective 
but critical in their reading. As a result, teaching children to read has 
become a priority for schools all over the world. 

 
The above has been a key issue for Singapore's 
Ministry of Education (MOE) as well. According to our 
English Language Syllabus (2001), schools are 
required to have a reading programme that gives 
students the skills to make sense of print, provides 
enjoyable reading experiences, and pushes them to 
become independent critical readers. 

However, fulfilling these objectives in the classroom 
has remained a challenge for many teachers.  

A series of research studies done by the Centre for 
Research in Pedagogy and Practice (CRPP) shows that 
reading lessons in Singapore schools are mostly 
about extracting information from text in order to 
complete required worksheets. Students are often 
not encouraged to wander beyond the text or develop 
a sense of inquiry or research. 

The Reading Intervention Model 
The School-Based Reading Intervention Model (SBRIM) aims to address these concerns 
by using the latest research findings and components from internationally successful 
reading instruction programmes to help teachers teach students to read effectively. It 
sets itself apart from other reading models used in Singapore by emphasising the need 
for children to be immersed in the world of books, develop a reading culture and be 
explicitly instructed on reading and comprehension skills.  

"Teachers read books to kids as an optional extra rather than a fundamental part of the 
English Language curriculum," explains Dr. Chitra Shegar, the project's main Principal 
Investigator. "When they do read aloud, the emphasis is often on decoding and surface 
comprehension of text. There is very little global comprehension of the text and 
interaction with the text itself."  

The research team hopes that the reading of stories and other non-fictional texts will not 
only develop literacy, but also a passion for reading as a lifelong habit. "The project has 
been designed in such a way that reading is not only seen as a skill to be taught but a 
habit to be caught," adds Dr Shegar. This, in addition to the explicit instruction of 
reading and comprehension skills, would bring reading instruction to a new level in 
Singapore. The model is described in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Components of the SBRIM 

Phonics Instruction Programme 

  



  

How does it work? 
Currently, the SBRIM is being implemented in collaboration with Primary 1 teachers in a 
primary school in Singapore. It will be conducted over a period of 4 years and comprises 
two phases.  

The first phase spans the first 2 years of the study. Here, a reading expert will act as a 
coordinator and work with teachers through a series of hands-on workshops. These 
workshops are important for them to gain the "procedural knowledge" necessary to 
translate the reading model into actual practice. Dr Shegar defines this knowledge as 
not only including an understanding of theory and practice of reading instruction, but 
also "the confidence, intuition and flexibility to know what are suitable and likely to work 
with a group of students." 

Following these workshops, the teachers and coordinator will work together to 
incorporate what has been learnt in the workshops into the reading curriculum. The 
coordinator may also co-teach with teachers in order to facilitate the process. 

At the same time, teachers will form a study group where they can share problems or 
knowledge gained from reading the literature. Meetings will also be facilitated by the 
coordinator, and the time spent in the study group will be counted towards the teachers' 
professional development hours. 

Before-school systematic phonics instruction for Primary 1 
children with trouble decoding text, identified based on results 
of a Diagnostic Reading Test. 
 
Supervision by class teachers so they will be aware of their 
students' decoding abilities and be able to cater to their needs 
in class.  

Extensive Reading Programme 

Students read for an extended reading period of 20 minutes 
(compared to the usual 20 minutes). 
 
They can choose from, read and discuss a wide variety of 
literature.  
 
Buddy reading will be conducted for those children who are still 
unable to read.  

Systematic Instruction of Comprehension Strategies 
and Critical Reading 

To help students become effective lifelong readers, teachers 
will be encouraged to teach comprehension strategies.  
 
Students will be taught to understand the text as well as 
evaluate information presented in the text at various levels. 
 
Students will be given comprehension questions that involve 
lower and higher order thinking skills  

Reading Across the Curriculum 

Content subjects (Social Studies, Science, etc.) will be utilised 
as avenues for further reading instruction.  
 
Students can learn more about the subject matter while 
improving their reading skills.   

Integrating Reading and Writing Instruction 

Reading and writing instruction to be integrated, not taught as 
separate skills.  
 
Helps students to see reading and writing as related and 
mutually supportive processes.   



 

The second phase of the model will take place during the third and fourth years of the 
research study. This time, the coordinator will "retreat to the background" and allow 
teachers to take charge in implementing and developing a curriculum based on the 
model.  

Looking ahead 
Currently, the SBRIM is still in its first year of implementation, with researchers 
wrapping up the collection of baseline data. In line with the first phase of the study, 
teachers have also begun attending professional development courses to further develop 
their knowledge of literacy instruction.  

Dr Shegar and her team now hope to get teachers to try more effective teaching 
methods and reflect on their own classroom practices. And while the model has a long 
way to go before significant changes can be made in the classroom, the response from 
teachers as well as the school has been extremely positive which certainly affords 
reason for optimism. 

> Click here to read more about this project. 

Other related projects: 
> Teaching Reading in Singapore Primary Schools 
> Independent Variables that Impact Literacy and Reading Habits 

Also read:  
> Describing and Improving the Teaching of Reading in Singapore Primary Schools 

  

____________________ 

Published in SingTeach, September 2006 
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 Reading Intervention Model  
 

A reading intervention model to improve reading 

instruction in primary schools 

  

In Singapore, the Ministry of Education accords considerable 

importance to reading instruction in schools. The Ministry's main 

aim of reading instruction is to prime students to become readers 

who can make sense of print and construct the meaning of texts. 

Additionally, they should be able to respond creatively and 

critically to literary texts.  

 

However, a series of projects conducted by CRPP to gain an 

insight into the nature of reading instruction programmes in 

Singapore schools has indicated that there is a gap between the 

goals envisaged by the Ministry and how reading instruction has 

transpired in schools. There appear to be two important reasons 

for this. Firstly, reading instruction programmes in schools do not 

inherently comprise the essential components of successful 

reading instruction programmes as internationally recognised. 

Secondly, it appears that schools and teachers lack the 

procedural knowledge that is required to translate the corpus of 

research in reading into effective classroom practice.  

  

In view of this, this project proposes a school-based Reading 

Intervention Model to improve reading instruction in Singapore 

primary schools. This model has been formulated on the basis of 

current research on reading instruction and comprises features 

that are considered to be essential components of successful 

reading instruction programmes. It is envisaged that the 

implementation of this model in two low-achieving primary 

schools will serve as a prototype for adjustments to be made to 

existing reading instruction in Singapore. Such a prototype will 

provide directions that will facilitate the development of 

competent, efficient and independent readers who become 

lifelong learners.  

  

The data from this project will provide a detailed coding 

instrument that will allow assessment of reading instruction in  

Singapore schools based on the criteria of internationally 

recognised effective reading instruction programmes. 
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A Tale of Two Children | Print | 

Teachers know when a student doesn't understand the lesson. When it 
comes to reading, we can tell their weakness and we know where they 
need help. The question is: Do we really know why? Mukhlis Abu Bakar 
helps us understand a different perspective of how children develop 
literacy skills by investigating the learning environment of the home. 

 
  

In 2005, Malays comprised 30% of students in the 
Learning Support Programme, a remedial 
intervention programme designed to help lower 
primary students having difficulty in school. While 
this has not gone unnoticed, attempts to explain the 
problem have been limited to reasons such as poor 
parental supervision, lack of academic interest among 
Malay youth, and a preoccupation with material 
comforts rather than education. This paints a 
stereotypical image of Malays as a people who are 
simply uninterested in learning. 
   

Muhklis Abu Bakar, an Assistant Professor with NIE's Asian Languages and Cultures 
Department, did not believe that weak academic performance is an innate characteristic. 
He knew that there had to be other factors that influenced how these students 
performed in school. Hence his project, Malay Children's Lived Experience of Literacy, 
which focuses on how Malay children learn literacy at home and in school.  
  
Ikhsan and Sanah 
In gathering data for his study, Mukhlis and his team visited the homes of 8 
kindergarten children and their families. This section focuses on two of these children, 
namely, Ikhsan and Sanah. Below are excerpts of Mukhlis' observations of two very 
different homes, and how their families assist in developing the children's reading skills.  

Ikhsan 
Ikhsan's parents believe that learning English is the key to success in 
mainstream Singapore society. Therefore, it is the language spoken at home, 
with both parents confident that their children will eventually pick up Malay in 
primary school.  

Ikhsan's father has hopes of his children going to a university or polytechnic. 
He is financially prepared and has invested in books and other educational 
materials that will encourage learning at home. As a result, their home is not 
only filled with books but all sorts of toys, art materials, and even a computer 
for his children to use.  

But Ikhsan is not too keen on reading with anyone or having anyone read to 
him. This is fine for his parents since 2 years at Montessori school has already 
taught him to read and pronounce English words correctly! When his parents 
do get him to read with them, interaction is limited correcting his 
pronunciation, grammar and pace. Once, while reading Town Mouse and 
Country Mouse, Ikhsan asks his mother, "Why mice are always small?" To this, 

  



Observations 
Ikhsan's and Sanah's homes are examples of the different ways Malay children are 
introduced to reading.  

On one hand, you have Ikhsan, whose parents define literacy as the ability to decode 
text, read with proper intonation, and recognise punctuation marks. Given his ability to 
read on his own, Ikhsan will probably adjust well to primary school. However, decoding 
text is just one aspect of learning literacy. While he is able to read on his own, Ikhsan 
lacks the exposure to discuss the stories that he reads.  

In contrast, Sanah is not fluent in English and cannot read on her own. Still, she attends 
to text like a reader in the way she comprehends, evaluates and questions the stories 
her mother reads to her. She detected the incoherency of her mother's misreading of 
the phrase "we wonder, will we cry?" in the story, and tried to make sense of it based 
on her own experience. Compared to Ikhsan, it seems like Sanah is more capable of 
going beyond the text. This is an important skill in reading comprehension.  

What does this mean for teachers? 
The stories of Ikhsan and Sanah show how teachers must constantly challenge 
themselves to know more about the different capabilities that children bring to the 
classroom. As seen from Mukhlis' study, there are a lot of things that we cannot see 
based on classroom worksheets and examinations alone. 

For example, early primary teachers can easily make the mistake of assuming that 
Ikhsan's skill in decoding text means he has a critical appreciation of what he reads as 
well. If teachers don't help him develop the comprehension side of reading, this could 
affect his performance after Primary 3 when students are required to make meaning of 
texts as well as read them. In contrast, teachers must also take pains to notice the skills 
of children like Sanah, who can be mislabelled as "slow" because of her struggle with 
decoding text.  

So where do Ikhsan and Sanah go from here? According to Mukhlis, all this depends on 
whether teachers are willing to really learn who their students are and how they work in 
the classroom. While Mukhlis' study provides only a small glimpse of the literacies that 
children acquire at home, it highlights how much we actually don't know about our 
students. 

his mother simply affirms the question by saying, "Yes."  

Whether it be reading or writing, both parents urge Ikhsan to refer to the 
techniques he has learned. Exhortations like "You know phonics, right?" or 
"When it's full stop, you pause!" can often be heard in the recording of their 
reading sessions. 

Sanah 
Sanah is a talkative child who loves to ask questions. She is proficient in Malay 
and speaks broken English. The mother herself is only confident in speaking 
Malay, even if she can read and understand simple English. Although Sanah 
likes to listen to stories read to her, she herself is not able to read. Still, she 
focuses on the meaning of the printed texts like a reader.  

One time, Sanah and her mother were reading an English storybook entitled 
Off to School, where a boy and his sister go to school for the first time while 
mother and baby wave goodbye to them.  

Sanah and her mother read aloud together in overlapping turns. At one part of 
the story, Sanah asks her mother to explain a preceding turn which contains 
the complex clause "...we wonder, will we cry?" The mother had misread this 
as "...we wonder we will cry" and this caused great semantic difficulty for 
Sanah. While not aware of the misreading (she was only echoing her mother's 
reading, mistakes and all), she detects the incoherency which it creates. Sanah 
is puzzled because there is no prior clue in the text that someone will cry.  

Eventually, the mother clarifies that it is the brother and sister who will cry. 
When Sanah asks why, the mother says it's because "baby and mother cannot 
go in the class". Then, Sanah seems to remember she also struggled in 
stepping into class without her parents. She responds with an emphatic, "Yes!" 
indicating that she identifies with the imaginary characters based on her own 
experience.  



 

  
Mukhlis' study challenges teachers to discover what resources their students have and 
don't have before building an appropriate teaching strategy. According to him, they can 
do this during the first few months of the first year, through the many floor activities 
and oral/written tasks they carry out with the children and making a time to see parents 
after school. Assuming the wrong things about a child's capabilities can eventually affect 
their entire learning experience. 

Next steps 
Mukhlis' study is currently in its third year, and he continues to observe Ikhsan, Sanah 
and the other children as they enter primary school. He hopes to work with teachers 
who are interested in looking for evidence of children's capacities, interests and 
strengths.  

He also aims to help teachers interact with parents so they can better appreciate the 
rich family life that their students have. In fact, he has recently joined hands with 
another colleague to embark on another study to observe the literacy experience of 
Chinese children. Hopefully, this can then help teachers reassess their students' 
potential in learning literacy.  

 
> Click here to read more about this project. 
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 Malay Children's Lived Experience of Literacy 

What are the types of lived experiences with literacy that Malay 

children have in their homes? How do they learn to relate to texts 

and position themselves as readers and writers? Are certain kinds 

of literacy practices associated with certain notions of self and 

identity? Do particular languages and literacies achieve 

dominance over others, and are these children then positioned 

differently in relation to their access to the dominant forms?  

 

These are some of the questions this project attempts to answer 

as it examines 8 Malay bilingual kindergarten children's 

experience of language and literacy practices in their homes and 

other community settings. The project draws from sociocultural 

and interactional ethnographic perspectives. Specifically, it will 

use the methods of participant observation, semi-structured 

interviews, audio-recording and gathering of reproduced texts. 

These will be combined with transcription and analysis of spoken 

interactions around texts.  

 

The primary purpose of this project is to explore the nature of 

reading and writing in Malay families with young children. Of 

special concern is how reading and writing as a social and cultural 

process mediate Malay children's interaction with and 

interpretation of oral and written texts. It will document part of 

the lived experience of literacy of Malay children in their homes 

and in the community and provide empirical data on the issue.  

 

A second purpose is to develop a conceptual framework that is 

relevant to the understanding of language and literacy practices 

in the Malay community. This will enable questions to be raised 

about what is going on in Malay homes, and about how reading 

and writing development in such homes should be 

conceptualised.  

 

A third purpose is to explore ways to bridge home experience to 

school experience in the development of literacy.  
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Reading Beyond the Classroom | Print | 

Do your students read enough? After all the worksheets and exams, can 
we help them discover that reading is fun? CRPP researchers teamed up 
with a group of secondary school teachers to determine how well the 
school's Extensive Reading Programme really works. 

 
The Extensive Reading (ER) Programme helps students 
develop the habit of "reading for pleasure" by exposing 
them to a wide variety of material which they can 
choose and read at their own pace. In one secondary 
school in Singapore, this is implemented in the form of 
20-minute reading periods and special classes where 
students review and talk about the books that they've 
read, often through creative presentations.  

Teachers fully support the school's ER programme and 
believe in providing students with plenty of opportunities 
to read. However, they had one major problem: they 
were concerned that students were only reading for 
school and not for pleasure.  

Given that ER was supposed to encourage students to be lifelong readers, this was an 
important issue that needed to be addressed. 

School teachers approached CRPP to help them determine how well the ER programme 
works and how it could work better. This led to the project, Independent Variables that 
Impact Literacy and Reading Habits, led by Dr. Jeanne Wolf and Dr. Wendy Bokhorst-
Heng. 

Looking for answers 
Jeanne and Wendy evaluated the ER programme using a formative evaluation approach, 
where teachers and school leaders were involved in everything from conceptualising 
research instruments, to gathering and analysing data. "It was never us saying, ??o this 
is what we're going to do'," recalled Wendy. "At every stage, it was a partnership."  

The evaluation required student interviews, classroom observations, diagnostic exams, 
and "a LOT of meetings". At the same time, case studies of three teenagers from 
different streams were done in order to get a deeper understanding of their literary 
practices beyond school.  

Of course, this approach also had its share of challenges. "Because we had such a heavy 
process approach, it wasn't until the middle of the first year that people stopped 
thinking of us as those who were out to monitor what they were doing," said Jeanne. 
Still, it was this "heavy process approach" that kept teachers fully aware of the status of 
the research and how its findings were being interpreted.  

"In a sense, there was no one moment of great surprise because they were part of the 
process from Day One," said Wendy, "We made sure we showed teachers some data at 
every meeting. We always gave them an update on where we're at and what we're 
finding. Most of all, we always asked them, ??hat do you think?'"  

What they found out 
 

  



So it works, but... 
Interestingly, the evaluation showed that the ER programme actually did well in spite of 
the teachers' earlier perceptions. Although they did not like filling out the online logs 
where teachers kept track of how much they read, students enjoyed the reading periods 
and talking about books with their classmates. They also showed a relatively positive 
attitude towards reading, with most seeing it as a way to do better in school and expand 
their vocabulary.  

Ironically, this perception of reading was also the root of the ER programme's problem. 
The strong association between reading and school was actually part of the reason why 
few students read beyond the classroom. The case studies showed that this perspective 
was also shared by many parents and grandparents alike. "If your home is telling you 
the more important reading is the ones that are school-related, or that comics are not 
important although you love them, then that's what happens," said Jeanne.  

Of course, this is not to say that reading to improve one's vocabulary is a bad thing. 
"You can't impose on any school or anybody what the appropriate value of reading is," 
Wendy explained, "but it needs to be recognised that okay, you've got a programme 
where a very important goal is reading for pleasure. Sure, there are other benefits, but 
simply, you want students to read because it's fun. If your objectives are this and the 
programme's objectives are that, is this the programme that we need?"  

Definition dilemma 
At the same time, there were also contrasting definitions about the ER programme's 
objectives and purpose. Jeanne and Wendy discovered that teachers and school leaders 
had different ideas about what "reading" they wanted to achieve. 

"The perception of literacy, how the programme works and how it should work, varied 
among stakeholders and within stakeholders," said Jeanne. Some teachers believed that 
reading was for gaining information while others thought it was to improve English and 
do better in school exams. While these were all powerful reasons to encourage students 
to read, many teachers forgot that the actual purpose of the ER programme was to 
teach students that one can read for pleasure as well.  

As a result, even students themselves were unsure of what ER was for. When asked why 
they go through the reading periods everyday, the students didn't know because the 
teachers did not tell them what it was about.  

The BIG paradox 
Another big question raised during the evaluation was how to reconcile the concept of 
reading for pleasure with the outcome-oriented focus of Singapore's educational system. 

"It's a powerful question because it gets at one of the biggest challenges of the 
programme," noted Wendy. At the same time, it also leads to more questions, such as 
whether students should record how much time they spent reading or whether there 
should be a departmental standard about how much they should read.  

The case studies also showed that there was a need to look into the students' 
motivations and attitudes towards reading. "There are many schools where you walk 
around and see all these book posters and book contests. But the notion that reading is 
fun is just not there - the liveliness, the passion. That's the way to change attitudes!" 
exclaimed Jeanne. 

In spite of such challenges, Jeanne and Wendy do not think that the current paradox is a 
sign of failure. "Part of our answer is that there is the ??ingapore ER programme'," 
explained Jeanne. "It's not the Western idea of what ER is but, rather, a Singaporean 
version. Perhaps there's a way to make it more focused on reading for pleasure as well." 

So what happened? 
Jeanne and Wendy were quick to stress that the evaluation was not an intervention. 
While both are self-proclaimed bookworms, neither claims to be a "reading expert" with 
all the ready solutions for the ER Programme. "Once the school sees the evaluation 
report, it's up to them to think of what the implications are for them," clarified Wendy, 
"We can flag some??nd we are going to in the report??ut it's really up to them." 

This does not mean that there has been no significant change. Since the beginning of 
the evaluation, the school has noted the limitations brought forward by the research and 
worked towards improving the ER programme. For example, students now choose from 
a wider selection of books and may be allowed to read magazines by next year. 
Newspapers are also delivered to the school every Monday morning, giving students yet 



 

another genre of reading. At the same time, the evaluation highlighted the need for 
teachers to question things and share information.  

"Initially, you really had very few conversations, but as the year wore on, we had a lot 
of people talking and even questioning. They would ask, ??o we really need these online 
logs?' At the beginning, nobody would ask a question like that," recalled Jeanne. In a 
way, making teachers co-evaluators rather than simply those who were evaluated 
allowed them to step back and think about their own practice.  

When asked about how other schools can make use of their research, Jeanne and 
Wendy refer to the evaluation process "as the most positive story you can get from the 
research". While the research findings are definitely important, they believe the 
formative evaluation is a perfect example of using research to inform practice, 
encourage reflection, and create change.  

As stated by Jeanne, "A real benefit of evaluation is to raise questions for further 
discussion." It forces educators to consider how a programme may need to change to 
suit their own particular classroom contexts, rather than assume one can simply 
implement a static programme. As the project moves on to link ER with home and 
school literacy practices, it will be exciting to see what kinds of discussion we will have 
next.  

 
  

This brief discussion with Jeanne and Wendy focuses on just some of 
the key components of their research. Click here to read more about 
this project. 
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 Independent Variables that Impact Literacy and 
Reading Habits 
 

An in-depth study of independent variables within and 

outside school that impact literacy and reading habits 

 

This is a three-stage research project studying independent 

variables within and outside school that impact literacy and 

reading habits. 

 

In stage one, a formative evaluation of a school-based extensive 

reading (ER) programme will be conducted. It will include: 

Documentation of ER programme implementation, processes 

and short-term student outcomes (reading test results); 

Collection and review of baseline reading achievement and 

attitudinal data; 

Implementation of a reading progress monitoring system. 

The outcomes will include a toolkit for formative evaluation of ER 

programmes to help secondary school staff promote students' 

literacy development, and help teachers reflect upon their 

practices. 

 

The second stage involves an expanded formative evaluation and 

a home-school literacy training initiative. This stage includes: 

Documentation of ER programme processes and short-term 

student outcomes; 

New home-school case studies focusing on literacy practices 

and attitudes to reading attainment; 

Fine-tuning of new ER classroom reading progress monitoring 

system. 

A series of home-school literacy training workshops will also be 

developed for parents, parents and their children, as well as 

teachers. 

 

A reading intervention will be implemented in stage three. 
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Learn from fellow teachers as they use research to reflect 
on, question, and voice out improvements for their own 
practice. 
 

Exploring Ways of Teaching Language and Literature 

Hear what fellow teachers and educators have to say about the inaugural LangScape 
conference. 

Click here to read more. 

Acting on a Passion 

When a school-wide action research initiative was introduced at Coral Secondary School, 
English teachers Lee Fong Ting and Kalavathi Sabapathy took the opportunity to explore 
the effectiveness of selective grammar correction of writing assignments. 

Click here to read more. 

Incorporating Film in the Literature Curriculum 

"I don't see how it helps us to know a set of dates by heart or to be able to recite the 
plays of Shakespeare," an agitated student tells his teacher in Stella Kon's short story, 
The Scholarship. This describes a common scenario in Singapore schools, where 
students question the practicality of studying English Literature everyday. 

Click here to read more. 
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Exploring Ways of Teaching Language and Literature | Print | 

Hear what fellow teachers and educators have to say about the inaugural 
LangScape conference. 

The inaugural LangScape conference was held on 27 and 28 April this year. Organised 
by the English Language and Literature Academic Group at NIE, with the support of the 
Singapore Teachers Union, this conference sought to address the interests and concerns 
of teachers of English language and literature. 

LangScape showcased both teacher practitioners' and academic researchers' 
investigations into the English language and literature classroom. While international 
keynote speakers lent depth to the discussion of broad issues such as curriculum and 
pedagogy, our own teachers showed how classroom practice can be remade in the light 
of new research developments. 

"It's a very refreshing departure from MOE courses," said Eddie Koh of Pioneer Junior 
College. "There's a great effort made to translate what is being taught into classroom 
practice. And these are all leading practitioners in their own field, so we appreciate the 
diversity and the commitment shown by these practitioners." 

Associate Prof Anneliese Kramer-Dahl, Chair of the conference organising committee, 
was especially pleased with the quality of the workshops. "We intended it to be 
particularly teachers whom we know are doing interesting work in the schools to give 
presentations, rather than the workshops being run by academics." 

Indeed, the teacher participants we spoke to particularly enjoyed them. "I thought the 
workshops were quite useful," noted Mdm Rubiah Ahmad of Ping Yi Secondary School. 
"It's quite relevant, and I can apply it to my teaching." She was particularly keen to try 
using film to teach literature (see Suzanne Choo's article in this issue).  

Several LangScape presentations have been featured in this issue of SingTeach. Check 
out the links below and see what conference participants have been talking about! 

> A Tale of Two Children 
> Reading Beyond the Classroom 
> Incorporating Film in the Literature Curriculum 

____________________ 

Published in SingTeach, September 2006 
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Acting on a Passion | Print | 

When a school-wide action research initiative was introduced at Coral 
Secondary School, English teachers Lee Fong Ting and Kalavathi 
Sabapathy took the opportunity to explore the effectiveness of selective 
grammar correction of writing assignments. 

The problem 
Fong Ting had encountered the idea of selective 
grammar correction about 5 years ago when she was 
doing her honours' thesis. According to educational 
researchers, this approach was useful for improving 
students' grammar skills. Drawn by its promise to 
reduce teachers' workload and increase the 
effectiveness of students' learning, Fong Ting and 
Kala decided to find out if this approach could work in 
the local context.  

"As teachers, we found that we were doing lots of marking, but we were wondering: Are 
the children really learning, or are they merely correcting whatever we've corrected?" 
explains Kala, who has been teaching for 10 years. 

They adopted an experimental design for their research project, and implemented it with 
Fong Ting's Secondary 1 Express class. They divided the class into two groups. One 
group received the experimental treatment where only some of their grammar errors 
were marked, while the control group had all their errors marked as per normal. 

The process 
Although they had chosen a method that could be carried out in their own time, the 
process was nevertheless demanding. School holidays and after-school hours were spent 
reading up on the literature and analysing their data. 

"We had to go through a very tedious process of marking. Throughout the whole year, 
for every piece of composition, I needed to use selective grammar marking for one 
group, and then to consciously remind myself to identify all grammar errors for the 
other group," recalls Fong Ting. "And then we had to keep a statistical record, manually 
counting the number of errors made, and then regularly keying our data into a computer 
system." 

Fortunately, they had tremendous support not only from the school management, but 
also from NIE academics whom the school engaged as consultants. Says Kala, "They're 
able to afford more time to give us consultation on how to modify or improve, and to 
guide us and to keep us on the right track, to tell us whether it's feasible to proceed to 
the next level. That has been very useful." 

The results 
After a whole year of implementing the selective grammar marking, they compared the 
final examination composition scripts to see if the students in the experimental group 
had made fewer grammar errors. Interestingly, the pair found that pupils who had every 
grammar error identified generally made fewer mistakes than those who received 
selective grammar correction treatment. With regards to the targeted grammar errors, it 
was found that selective grammar correction could either largely improve or worsen 
pupils' ability in the identification and correction of such errors. 

  



"We found that selective grammar correction is not very effective, at least in our class. 
We suspect that selective marking may be more suitable for students who already have 
higher language proficiency," explains Fong Ting.  

Still, they are not about to give up. In fact, Fong Ting has already begun trying out a 
new and improved approach, starting Term 3 this year. "Instead of selectively identifying 
one or two types of grammar errors, what we recommend is that we still mark all 
grammar errors, but gradually, we selectively not mark one or two types of grammar 
errors. We call it selective non-identification."  

The benefits 
While the process has been arduous at times, both Fong Ting and Kala readily testify to 
the benefits of action research, both at the personal and professional levels. 

"Personally, I feel that I have achieved something in the academic field, and I'm glad 
that my study produced some useful knowledge for language teachers," shares Fong 
Ting. "Professionally, I also learnt a lot. Action research gives us a platform to really test 
it out for ourselves, and to find other alternatives so that it can improve our teaching. It 
gives you a platform to reflect on your teaching practices." 

"Researching is itself an enriching process," adds Kala. "It gives you a challenge, 
because you really have to put in a lot of effort and question the researchers, whether 
it's relevant and what they have missed out. It really trains you to think critically, so in 
that sense, I think this research process is really beneficial for teachers, because we 
have to keep learning for life." 

Fong Ting aptly sums it up when she says, "Once you foresee the impact of your 
research in a school environment, and once you're passionate in it, you would feel very 
motivated to continue to do your action research. And you'll feel very motivated to 
overcome all sorts of obstacles along the way." 

  

Coral Secondary embarked on a school-wide action research initiative in 2004 to develop 
its staff into informed reflective practitioners. The endeavour culminated in 18 completed 

Teacher Tips 
For teachers who are thinking of embarking on their own action research 
projects, Fong Ting and Kala have the following tips to recommend: 

1. Choose an area of interest. 
"Once you are passionate in that area, you will be very intrinsically motivated 
to do that research," says Fong Ting. "And if you're in the same department, 
it's beneficial because your timetables will help the process," adds Kala. 

2. Find a good partner. 
"Because every teacher is so busy, you will definitely need to separate the 
workload among all teachers in the team. We help each other to reduce the 
pressure, to come out with the paper and so on," notes Fong Ting. 

3. Consider the time factor. 
"I chose a research study that doesn't require much so-called ??ive 
performance'," says Fong Ting. "We just teach as per normal in the classroom, 
but do the marking and we key in the data behind the scenes. That takes off a 
little bit of the time pressure."  

4. Consider the school's constraints. 
Says Kala, "You have to be aware of the limitations the school has, such as the 
timetabling. You have to be aware of the level of the students of the class you 
are taking, what standard of English they have, for example, otherwise you will 
be blindly implementing something and it may not benefit them at all. Also, 
whether the school is open to changes." 

5. Consider its feasibility for implementation. 
Fong Ting's advice is to "consider the feasibility of changing the educational 
policies within the school or within your department after your study has been 
completed." Kala adds, "It should be something applicable; if not on a large 
scale, maybe within a particular class. And I think it's worth the effort and the 
time to try it out because if you don't try, you'll never know." 



 

projects and accompanying research papers. Encouraged by the results of the first 
phase, a second phase of action research was implemented in 2005. For more 
information about the school's action research programme, please contact their 
coordinator, Mrs Diana Lim-Ng . 
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Incorporating Film in the Literature Curriculum | Print | 

"I don't see how it helps us to know a set of dates by heart or to be able to 
recite the plays of Shakespeare," an agitated student tells his teacher in 
Stella Kon's short story, The Scholarship. This describes a common 
scenario in Singapore schools, where students question the practicality of 
studying English Literature everyday. 

 
Why should we study Literature? How is it useful in 
everyday life? In response, teachers cite reasons such 
as how Literature teaches us to be more human, and 
how it helps us to appreciate the English language 
better. While these reasons may be noble, they often 
sound abstract and at odds with the pragmatic mindset 
of our Singaporean students.  

Literature is also perceived as a difficult subject to 
score in, compared to the other humanities, and many 
students base their decision to take the subject on 
whether they think they can do well in it. It is no 
surprise, then, that the number of students choosing to 
take Literature for the GCE O- and N-level examination 
has been steadily declining. 

Consequently, Literature teachers today have a responsibility not only to teach the 
subject well, but also to make it relevant to their students' lives.  

Media studies in the literature classroom 
One way to engage students in the study of Literature is through the use of media texts. 
These include films, photographs, and even abstract art pieces. 

The media can be used as a bridge to acquiring skills in literary analysis. While some 
educators may insist that the Literature classroom should remain "untainted" in its 
teaching of classical works, we will probably find that our students will inherently show 
more interest in media texts than in literary texts. After all, students today are exposed to 
more texts in the form of images than any other generation. Teachers can take advantage 
of this by using the media to engage students and help them better appreciate literature. 
For example, film can be utilised as a tool to help students understand how literary 
devices are used in prose, as explained in the next section.  

The media are also effective as a platform for the application of literary skills. Literature 
has long been associated with passive appreciation, as students are tasked to produce 
critical essays on works of literature, rather than active production of literature. Teachers 
can use media to add a practical component to the curriculum. For example, students can 
apply their knowledge of metaphors and symbols by constructing an advertisement. They 
can also apply plot sequencing and narrative techniques in the production of a short film. 
By including the production of media in the syllabus, teachers can connect the knowledge 
learnt in the Literature classroom to the media-saturated world of their students. 

A suggested approach 
When incorporating media into the Literature curriculum, it is important to provide a 
scaffold which allows students to understand the various components that contribute to 
the film's meaning. A typical car-chase scene alone, for example, includes the character's 
emotions and facial expressions, the dialogue, sound, lighting, and other special effects. 

  



By plunging immediately into an analysis of a film, students may not know what to focus 
on. 

A good scaffold should involve three stages of analysis: a realistic still-image 
(photograph), an abstract still-image (abstract art), and a moving image (film) which 
combines the realistic and the abstract. At each stage, teachers could emphasise how the 
techniques used to create the visual or media work are actually similar to those employed 
in the literary text (see Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1: A scaffold for connecting visual/media techniques to literary techniques  
  

 

 
Although there are many other techniques for linking visual/media techniques with literary 
techniques, the ability to identify and analyse the six components of literary text (theme, 
mood, symbolism, opposition, plot structure, and narrative point of view) will help 
students gain a broad understanding of the work. This is especially helpful for students 
who are not motivated to read the text beyond its superficial meaning, and students who 
find difficulty in comprehending the text.  

The following are some questions teachers may use to draw connections between the 
visual/media text and the literary text. 

Stages of 
visual 

analysis 

Connecting visual 
image and to 

literature 
 Questions to ask students 

Realistic 
still-image 
(photo)

Frame-theme 
Focusing on a particular 
person or place while 
ignoring others. 

Look at a series of pictures and identify 
their main focus.  

Why do you think the other objects 
were excluded? 

Analyse the beginning segment of a 
literature passage. Does it have a main 
focus? What was excluded? 

Realistic 
still-image 
(photo)

Lighting-mood 
Using a specific type of 
lighting to describe a 
certain feeling. 

How would you describe the lighting in 
the photograph? Is it hard, soft, natural 
or dark?  

After reading a literary text, think of the 
lighting and tone that best fits the 
mental image in your mind. What words 
would best describe this mood? 

Abstract 
still-image 

Representation-
symbolism 

Look at the artwork and examine which 
objects stand out in the foreground and 
background. What could they represent?  



At the end of these three stages, students could analyse how all six components combine 
and interact in a lengthier portion of a film. They can then examine how these techniques 
are also employed in the literary text. This process can help students learn to appreciate 
the constructed nature of both literary and media texts. 
  

References 
Alvermann, D., Moon, J., & Hagood, M. (1999). Popular culture in the classroom: 
Teaching and researching critical media literacy. Newark, DE: International Reading 
Association. 
 
Helmers, M. (2006). The elements of visual analysis. New York: Pearson Education. 
 
Muller, V. (2006). Film as film: Using movies to help students visualize literary theory. 
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(abstract 
art)

Using objects to 
represent an idea. 

Now read the literary text and identify 
portions of the text where the writer 
describes an object in detail. How is this 
symbolic of a larger idea or truth? 

Abstract 
still-image 
(abstract 
art)

Contrast-opposition 
Structuring an artist's 
work using contrast

Examine the artwork and think about 
how the artist used contrast in colour 
and arrangement.  

Now read the literary text. Analyse the 
writer's use of character contrast 
(character foil) and word opposition 
(antithesis and oxymoron). 

Moving-
image 
(film)

Image sequencing-
plot structure

Compare and contrast the literary text 
with a film adaptation. How is the story 
ordered in both texts?  

Evaluate the writer and director's choice 
of employing flashback, flash-forward or 
a time lapse in telling the story. 

Moving-
image 
(film)

Camera perspective-
point of view 
Using the camera to 
inform the viewer of 
the perspective which 
the story is told.

There are 3 perspectives that 
correspond to points of view in 
literature: 1) the camera follows the eye 
(the first person); 2) all characters are 
seen from a distance (third person 
omniscient); 3) the camera shows other 
characters but tends to focus on one 
character (third person partial 
omniscient).  

Identify the point of view of the literary 
text and compare this with the film 
version.  
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Get teaching tips and advice as we share our reviews on 
books, websites and teaching aids, written especially for 
the Singapore context.  
 

Knowledge Networks on the Web (KNOW) 

http://know.soe.umich.edu/index.asp 

Click here to read more. 

Reading Drama 

Richard Griffiths (2001), Hodder Murray, ISBN: 0340799560, 96 pp. 

Click here to read more. 

Managing Project Work in Schools: Issues and Innovative Practices 

Edited by Ho Boon Tiong, Jo-Ann Netto-Shek and Chang Shook Cheong Agnes. Pearson 
Prentice Hall, ISBN: 981-244-733-4, 264 pp. 

Click here to read more. 
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Knowledge Networks on the Web (KNOW) | Print | 

http://know.soe.umich.edu/index.asp 

The KNOW website is described as a "collaborative effort between the Center for Highly 
Interactive Computing in Education (hi-ce) and teachers in Detroit, Ann Arbor and from 
other places where inquiry-oriented science curricula are used." The objective of the 
website is "to support users of curricula by creating a space where teachers can share 
their knowledge of teaching with peers." A website that serves as an open platform for 
the active exchange of ideas and experiences is truly a welcome boost to the community 
of classroom teachers and practitioners. 

  

In general the website is efficiently designed. The mix of easy-to-navigate drop-down 
menus, concise and clear text and graphic images enhance its functionality. The site is 
divided into five stand-alone sections, namely: (1) the Homepage; (2) Curriculum 
Center; (3) Discussions; (4) Download Center and (5) Online Workshops. Each of these 
sections is user-friendly and has the added functionality of a practical and engaging 
multi-media site tour and feedback buttons prominently displayed on the page.  

The descending hierarchical order of each of the sections, from general to more specific 
topics and materials, within a seamless and non-obtrusive interconnected network is 
well-conceived. Moreover, the orderly system of interrelated topics and materials 
provides the web-user a great of amount of flexibility in navigating through the site.  

The plethora of helpful information at the Curriculum Center provides teachers with a 
significant amount of wherewithal to address contemporary issues in science curricula. 
The rich and abundant resources available at the Download Center and the addition of 
streaming videos in the Online Workshops reinforce the practical usefulness of the 
website.  

However, some of the more specific features of the website are seemingly out of synch. 
Accessing the Discussions section was next to impossible, primarily because the timeout 
of links occurred too often. This is a serious disappointment particularly because it 
negates the opportunity for web-users to "share their knowledge of teaching with 
peers." 

The link for site updates from the Homepage also needs to be carefully reviewed in 
relation to some of the entries that were incomplete and which suffered from 
typographical errors. Some links to curriculum units from the Curriculum Center also 
need to be checked since portions of the text are unintelligible and cryptically coded in 
ASCII format.  

  



 

From the perspective of a classroom teacher and notwithstanding the identified 
strengths and areas that need further refinement of the website, KNOW provides a 
valuable opportunity for web-users to plug in to the vast network of information and 
experience from among the community of classroom teachers. 

Based on my years of being both a classroom teacher and a school administrator, I 
believe however that the website could potentially be more powerful if it attempts to 
address squarely what I (and the scores of mentors I have had as an educator) would 
generally refer to as the four pillars of the classroom teaching experience: (1) 
Classroom Preparation or the curricula to be used, (2) Classroom Instruction or the 
teaching methodology in the classroom, (3) Classroom Management, and (4) Classroom 
Evaluation or proactive ways to measure authentic learning.   

These four pillars are dealt with by the KNOW website in different degrees and in various 
explicit and implicit ways. Without any doubt, the Curriculum Center and the Downloads 
Section clearly address the requirements for Classroom Preparation. This is probably one 
of the unique strengths of the KNOW website. The amount of subject matter content 
available is incredibly plentiful.  

In the same vein, it may also prove to be one of its vulnerabilities. The simple reason for 
this is that the content is based specifically on what the website describes as "national 
and state standards" invariably from an American perspective. Consequences of such 
vulnerability would be issues of cultural limitations and possible inapplicability of subject 
matter content in other non-American settings.  

The Online Workshop and the Discussions should and "in-principle" satisfy the demands 
of Classroom Instruction and Classroom Evaluation. Classroom Management, the bane 
of countless teachers, is unfortunately not given too much focus.   
  
More importantly, one intangible factor that numerous teachers have identified as 
essential in nurturing their motivation and passion for teaching is inspiration. Based 
on my own experience and that of others, exposure to what I would describe as master 
teachers - grizzled, ageless and insatiable, who talk about their trials, tribulations and 
love for teaching - continues to be one of the greatest sources of inspiration and 
strength for teachers to strive to be better.  

This immutable need for teachers to be inspired could potentially be addressed by the 
Discussions section and in the members directory link in the KNOW homepage. The 
Online Workshops section could also be tapped to inspire teachers in the classroom. 
Schools located in different settings have their own "gems," expert teachers whose 
dedication and passion are worthy of emulation. Video streaming the classes or talks of 
such teachers could be included in the Online Workshops section and serve the purpose 
of providing inspiration to others.  

The creators of the KNOW website have acknowledged that "all the content of the site is 
created or contributed by teachers". As such, it becomes a dynamic platform which has 
tremendous potential not only to be a valuable source of subject content and learning, a 
conduit for interaction and communication among its web-users but also a possible fount 
of inspiration and motivation among the community of classroom teachers. This, in 
essence, could and should be its greatest asset. 
  

About the reviewer 
Vicente Chua Reyes recently completed his PhD at the National University of 
Singapore and is a Research Associate at CRPP. Before that, he was Executive 
Director and School Principal for Westbridge School, a medium-sized private elementary 
and high school in the Philippines. 
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Reading Drama | Print | 

Richard Griffiths (2001), Hodder Murray, ISBN: 0340799560, 96 pp. 

Griffiths' book, Reading Drama, contains all the information a drama teacher wants to 
know but has difficulty acquiring. It provides a basic foundation of drama elements 
suitable for both students and teachers offering drama studies at the A-level. The book's 
five chapters cover topics such as the properties of drama as well as its background, 
skills and interpretations.  
 
Griffiths is a guru of drama practice-pedagogy. He can write about the historical 
development of drama while providing practical explanations on devising a play and 
doing stagecraft.  

There are plenty of diagrams, pictures and sketches available in the book.  The layout of 
each chapter is cleverly adapted for practical understanding and reads like a notebook of 
a drama facilitator. Perhaps the difference is that it contains more facts such as the 
ontology of the drama genre and the metaphysics of creation.  

Each chapter begins with the facts of a particular topic, followed by suggested activities 
and commentary. The order of the layout changes creatively, depending on the chapter, 
and original excerpts of authentic drama material are found throughout the content.  
Some chapters also include cognitive or pictorial organisers such as mind maps and T-
charts, which serve as helpful tools for learning. 

The notion of verisimilitude, objective emotional impact, genre, and other drama 
vocabulary are convincingly introduced through this kind of structural layout. For 
example, the idea of a dramatic irony is fleshed out in one chapter's commentary, 
following excerpts of a dialogue between Oedipus and a prophet Tiresias from the story 
of Oedipus. This helps students understand the dramatic irony as a situation where the 
audience knows something that the character does not. Without this structure, it would 
probably be difficult for a new student to appreciate this concept.   

At times, teachers are too focused on using accurate terminology and forget to provide 
the context of these terms. As a result, students may fail to grasp the foundation of the 
subject from which these terms come from. The last thing Drama students need is a 
linguistic exercise - or worse - a memorisation task. In his book, Griffiths intelligently 
devises a way to make reading about drama loaded with energy, waiting to burst into 
the classroom. A successful drama lesson is one where students are excited to see how 
their understanding leaps into action and transactions. 

The book also emphasises the fact that drama is only complete in the performance.  Of 
course, this is important for theatre in education or the use of theatre to encourage 
learning, where devising and improvisation is part of the norm.   

Good drama is good entertainment. In contrast to popular entertainment, it can also be 
a joint creative effort among the students in the class. This communal effect is similar to 
the origins of Chinese opera, where everyone chipped in to keep the performance going 
(Levine, 1995). In contrast, popular culture has a more individualistic process and its 
apathy to communal bonding and family values is partly due to the short-sightedness of 
the materialistic world.   

This book deserves to be on the shelves of all school libraries and is important for the 
learning and performing processes of students and teachers alike. Griffiths writes 

  



 

dramatic thoughts on major works such as Greek tragedy, Shakespeare and 
Beckett.  He shows that there is no such thing as a "standard performance" and each 
representation is a process of culling and re-inventing ideas. Therefore, his book 
encourages action in the practice of drama, which leads to the understanding and 
appreciation of drama study. 

Reference 
Levine, W. (1995). The tradition of Beijing opera: The development of Beijing Opera 
during the Cultural Revolution. Retrieved February 18, 2005, from http://www.beijing-
opera.com  
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Managing Project Work in Schools: Issues and 
Innovative Practices 

| Print | 

Edited by Ho Boon Tiong, Jo-Ann Netto-Shek and Chang Shook Cheong 
Agnes. Pearson Prentice Hall, ISBN: 981-244-733-4, 264 pp. 

 
As its title suggests, this book examines the issues and 
processes involved in managing Project Work (PW) in 
schools. This includes different insights and strategies on 
how to handle PW in an innovative and effective manner, 
which would allow students to benefit from it.  

The first part of the book provides teachers with the 
knowledge of how to create a foundation in initiating and 
facilitating PW. The book's second chapter entitled, 
"Coaching and Facilitating Project Work", teaches readers 
how to do effective cognitive coaching of PW. It also 
provides simple tools for metacognitive coaching, which 
focuses on helping learners monitor their own cognitive 
process. These tools not only teach readers the different 
forms of coaching, but also how to go about doing it.  

Other chapters in the first part of the book also provide readers with different tools for 
organising, assessing and monitoring PW. Readers will find that all these tools are 
simple but effective and practical to use.  

The second part of the book discusses research studies on PW. This includes reflections 
from students and teachers as well. According to the book, research shows that students 
across levels are able to benefit from PW although there are areas where they still face 
problems in carrying out PW. Teachers who are now practising PW may use these 
analyses as a framework in refining their own PW to better suit the students' abilities. 

Part Three of the book explores the task of conducting of PW with students of different 
learning abilities. It looks into how PW can be conducted with both students in the lower 
ability stream and those in the Gifted Education programme. Readers are presented with 
series strategies, which provide a framework for conducting PW effectively to suit 
students' learning abilities.  

This is complemented by the fourth part of the book, which touches on the different 
approaches in executing PW. Teachers will be interested to find out that PW can be done 
through problem-based learning (PBL), experiments, stories and even drama. Writers 
even include some instructional steps on how to use these different approaches. Thus, 
readers get a better insight into how they work in relation to PW. 

The last part of the book shares other resources that teachers can turn to for help when 
conducting PW. These resources are easily accessible and available to readers.  

This book is a practical and useful guide for those who are interested in PW and need an 
essential understanding of it. I would definitely recommend it for new teachers involved 
in PW in schools. 
  

About the reviewer 
Seet Jun Feng is a Research Assistant at the Centre for Research in Pedagogy and 

  



 

Practice. He is currently pursuing his Master's degree and is interested in cultivating 
holistic learning of the Chinese language. 
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Sit back and relax with our silly cartoons on anything and 
everything about the fun side of teaching. Who says 
teachers can't laugh at themselves?  
 

What if... 

...teachers had the power to transform themselves into any animal of their choice? We 
pondered about it, analysed the facts, and became quite obsessed until we finally 
decided to (very seriously) answer the question ourselves. 

Click here to read more. 
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...teachers had the power to transform themselves into any animal of 
their choice? We pondered about it, analysed the facts, and became 
quite obsessed until we finally decided to (very seriously) answer the 
question ourselves. 

 

  

Too corny? Too weird? Too funny for our own good? Then send us your own amusing 
experiences, original teacher jokes, or "what if" scenarios! Selected contributions will be 

  



 

artfully interpreted by our very serious (as you can see above) cartoonist and published 
in the next issue of SingTeach. 
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