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

Thinking about Critical Thinking 

Critical thinking is not a discrete skill that you should teach separately from other school 
subjects for “half an hour every Wednesday afternoon”, says Courtney Cazden, a 
Harvard professor of education. She shares with SingTeach her take on the teaching of 
critical thinking in schools and more. 

Click here to read more. 

Can Technology Help My Students Think? 

Critical thinking in an age of digital convenience: just a contradiction or a productive 
coexistence? SMART Technologies CEO Nancy Knowlton helps us answer some of the 
common dilemmas of teaching thinking with technology. 

Click here to read more. 
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Thinking about Critical Thinking | Print | 

Critical thinking is not a discrete skill that you should teach separately 
from other school subjects for “half an hour every Wednesday 
afternoon”, says Courtney Cazden, a Harvard professor of education. She 
shares with SingTeach her take on the teaching of critical thinking in 
schools and more. 

Gen S, or the Generation of Sheep—that’s what a 
Singaporean youth called his cohort in a letter to the 
newspaper forum, while lamenting the “appalling lack 
of passionate, critical thinkers” (Han, 2005) among 
them.   
 
While maybe a bit harsh, perhaps the young man’s 
complaint is not entirely uncalled for. With the 
explosion of information on the Internet, this 
generation needs, more than ever, to be savvy and 
critical enough to discern facts from opinions and 
truth from fiction.  
 
And this is a concern everywhere, be it in Singapore 

or the US.  
 
Harvard Professor Courtney Cazden notes that US students are also seen as not being 
critical enough of Internet sources, as they “sort of assume that if it’s on the Web, it’s 
got to be valid material”.  
 
A professor of education who has taught in primary schools for 10 years, Courtney is no 
stranger to Singapore’s education system. As a consultant for the Centre for Research 
on Pedagogy Practice (CRPP), she has been to numerous schools in Singapore to 
observe the teaching and learning that go on in our classrooms.  
 
So how does she define critical thinking? It involves a sequence of analysis, and then 
judgment based on substantive knowledge. But for Courtney, there’s another part that’s 
often not mentioned: imagination, which you need to go beyond what is presented to 
consider other possibilities. 
 
Critical thinking—The Wednesday special? 
That critical thinking is an important educational goal is now acknowledged by many 
governments. But at the same time that they are promoting it in schools, Courtney 
believes that they should also be mindful of how it is taught. 

“The danger, I think, that exists in the States and I suspect here as well, is that when 
we try to incorporate critical thinking as one desired outcome in pedagogy at whatever 
level, we think we need to add a separate, ‘Oh, I will do that half an hour every 
Wednesday afternoon,’” says Courtney.  

“From experience in the States, it’s more apt to be the problem of getting it into the 
schools. It’s too easy to just say: ‘Well, we’ll do it at a certain segment in time and we’ll 
have a special thinking skills curriculum and we’ll fit that into the schedule somehow.’” 

From Courtney’s observations of the classrooms in Singapore, the curriculum seems to 
be “very compartmentalised”. For her, the teaching of critical thinking should have “a 
sort of pervasive quality” where one doesn’t have to stop and critique what is being 
done every moment, but have “time to reflect back” on what was learnt at the end of a 
lesson or unit.  

  



“I know teachers are squeezed in between all these demands and the danger is to just 
add on rather than try to rethink more coherently how it can be a part of regular 
teaching,” says Courtney. Still, she doesn’t want to give out formulaic “recipes” on how 
to teach critical thinking since there is no one right way, and much depends on the 
subject that is being taught. 

Out of context, out of mind 
This is also the reason why she has some reservation about how some generic thinking 
approaches are being taught to students. They “won’t take”, she says, if these 
approaches are taught out of context and have no relationship to the other subjects in 
the school curriculum.  

“It remains in a little isolated part of your mind and you can answer in a test what de 
Bono says about the 5 steps or 4 essential skills, but it doesn’t mean that you have 
learnt how to do it and have that habit of mind.”  

“That takes practice and reinforcement and all those old-fashioned-sounding parts of 
learning,” she adds. “You don’t learn critical thinking by somebody handing you some 
skills.... You have to use them and subject them to discussion.”  

Be critical, but civil 
But are Singapore’s teachers here ready to teach a roomful of critical and maybe even 
argumentative students who punctuate the lessons with their questions and comments?  

Not everything goes in the classroom; not even when it comes to critical thinking, says 
Courtney. Learning to be critical in a civil manner is an important part of the learning 
process, and students need to learn to raise questions in a civil and responsible way.  

“I don’t mean that at any moment the students ought to be able to raise their hands 
and say: ‘Wait a minute, teacher, I want to question the ethics of this work.’ or ‘Why 
should I believe what this person says?’”  

For such students, Courtney thinks, the teacher should ensure that they know what it is 
that they are questioning: “You can say ‘We’ll get to that but for now, I want to make 
sure you understand what this person is saying, what their argument is and then at the 
end, you can raise questions about what they may not be considering in their 
argument.’”   

Similarly, students have to learn to give and take, and to respect other people’s 
opinions.  

“It (critical thinking) can only be useful if people really enter into it with the spirit of 
‘We’re learning and thinking about this together and we will all benefit from different 
points of view’ and not ‘I think of something and I’m going to hog the floor and present 
my point of view and other people are just going to sit and listen and take in my ideas.’ 
That’s not what the point of it is. The point is for everyone to enlarge their ideas.” 

Which is the right answer? 
But if everyone has different ideas, especially in subjects such as History or Literature 
where answers are not always so well defined, how is a teacher to know which is the 
“right” idea? Or does it even exist? 

“Well, I think there may not be one right answer, but there may be a best answer.” 
Courtney reasons. And when it comes to the issue of relativism, she believes it is often 
used as an excuse to argue against critical thinking.  

“(They say) it just leads to relativism. Well, it doesn’t! Because there are better and 
worse interpretations, better and worse generalizations depending on evidence.... 
Students should always be asked for evidence: ‘Why do you think that?’ ‘What made 
you think of that idea?’”  

Courtney admits that this more open-ended approach may seem “a little bit scary” when 
compared to the usual, well-practiced classroom drill of “One right answer, good, go on 
to the next question.”  

But for her, both types of teaching has a place in the classroom, because getting the 
basics right is essential for the thinking process. “Obviously, critical thinking is not what 
all education should be about because even to do that, you need a lot of knowledge in 
the field.”  

“Beware” 



 

While the idea of infusing critical thinking into one’s teaching may seem like a daunting 
task, one can start with a few simple changes. Courtney herself, who is reluctant to be 
prescriptive about the teaching of critical thinking, gave her own piece of advice: 
“Beware”, she says, of catchy phrases such as “The fact of the matter is” or “It goes 
without saying that”.  

“I would think we should all try and stop ourselves from saying it because it forecloses 
the need to follow up with the reason for why you think that’s so...teachers and we all 
need to (bear that in mind). It’s so easy to use and so tempting.” 
 
References 
Han, L. C. J. (2005, January 1). Our smart students not willing to think critically [Letter 
to the forum]. The Straits Times. Retrieved May 16, 2007, from LexisNexis™ Scholastic 
Edition database.  
 
  

 
Courtney Cazden is a professor at the Harvard Graduate School of 
Education. Her research interests include the development of oral and 
written skills and the function of language in school and communities. 
She is currently a consultant for CRPP's Core Research Program. 

 
  

  
Article written by Teng Poh Hoon. Special thanks to CRPP Research Assistant Masturah 
Ismail for conducting the interview with Courtney.  
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 Building Teacher Capacity in Curriculum and 
Pedagogical Design in Normal (Technical) Classrooms 
  

This project documents and analyses teachers' capacity to plan 

effective pedagogy and offers comprehensive training to help 

them design, share, and improve their lessons and assessments. 

Forty-eight secondary teachers who teach Normal (Technical) 

classes will be involved in the project's final phase.  

  

The project also aims to engage teachers in various forms of 

collaborative planning in order to help develop a set of design 

standards for assessing teaching and learning. Wiggins and 

McTighe's (1998, 2005) curricular framework, Understanding by 

Design, is the basis of the intervention's theoretical grounding. 

 

The intervention's potential impact on the teachers' professional 

beliefs, capacity for curricular and pedagogical innovation, and 

students' learning will also be investigated. This research raises 

questions regarding teacher professionalism, Normal (Technical) 

students, and systemic issues around school and educational 

structure and reform.  
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UbD or Not? | Print | 

During the end-of-year semester break last year, 12 educators from the 
North Zone spent 11 days traversing across 4 American states in 3 cars. 
Their mission was to see how schools in the United States were 
implementing innovative ways of teaching and learning. SingTeach 
caught up with 4 of the participants to find out more.

 

 
Sitting in a room with these four educators, barely 2 months after their return, one 
cannot help but feel their sense of energy and excitement. With their US trip still fresh 
in their minds, their enthusiasm and conviction are contagious.

Taking a road trip  
This study trip was initiated by the leaders of Xinmin Secondary School. As one of the 
prototype schools selected by the Ministry of Education under the Teach Less, Learn 
More initiative to bring about school-based curriculum innovations, Xinmin was keen to 
adopt Wiggins and McTighe's Understanding by Design (UbD) model as a framework for 
their school’s curriculum and see how it was being applied in the US .

It soon became a zone project, with 6 principals and 5 heads of department from the 
North Zone on board. "The zone’s focus was also to level up school leaders' capacity in 
curriculum leadership, and this was part of the efforts to work on that," explains Ms 
Grace Ng, Superintendent of the North 1 Cluster, who was also on the trip.

There and back 
The group observed classes and talked to fellow 
educators in 11 schools in New York, New Jersey, 
Washington DC and Philadelphia. 

"It was like an epiphany," says William Grosse, who 
teaches Rosyth School’s Gifted Education (GE) 
Programme. "I’ve dealt with UbD in the GE, but I 
didn’t really understand what teaching for 
understanding meant until I saw the things that 
happened in the American classrooms. Then things 
clicked."

For Ms Ng Siew Chin, Xinmin’s Science Head, the "experiential learning" was invaluable. 
"When I went there, I saw for myself how the teachers delivered the lesson and how 
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they engaged the students in the learning. It made me question myself, why I teach the 
subject Chemistry."

"It was useful to see the varying degrees of successful implementation in the different 
schools and districts, and to figure out what we must be careful about, what we must 
do, what we must not do, and so on," adds Xinmin’s Principal, Mdm Liew Wei Li. 

So…what is UbD? 
As a pedagogical approach, UbD is not new. In fact, it is one of many approaches that 
has already been implemented by several schools in Singapore. So, what is UbD 
anyway?

"It’s not so much a different way of teaching," 
explains Wei Li. "I would say it’s an awakening of the 
teacher, because you become so aware of what the 
priorities are, what is important to emphasise."

In practice, UbD offers a 3-stage "backward 
planning" curriculum design process. Stage 1 begins 
with identifying the desired results; followed by Stage 
2, where you determine acceptable evidence of Stage 
1; and finally, at Stage 3, you plan the learning 
experiences and instruction.

"I think because UbD makes you stare at this thing called understanding in the eye and 
come to terms with it," notes William. "Basically, that’s what we’re supposed to aim for 
in school—understanding. We’re not supposed to just aim for academic results or 
awards—we’re supposed to aim for understanding. And to bring understanding by 
design—bringing understanding through intention!"

It’s all about the process 
After each school visit, the group would spend time reflecting together about what they 
had seen and heard.

"What I realised was that the process is all-important," shares William. "When I went to 
the States, I could actually get a sense of the teachers grappling with it. And when I 
listened to the conversations, to the teachers explaining their frustrations and anxieties, 
or their own feelings and questions as they went about grappling with the programme, I 
realised I was missing that—the conversations, the growth, the development, the 
grappling with the issues—not just the curriculum but the issues that come about 
because you grapple with the curriculum and because you grapple with UbD."

Siew Chin agrees. "I think it’s a process that is very critical for the teachers to go 
through when planning our lessons, because it makes you first look at how and why you 
teach, and how you can interlink the topics into one big theme so that students can 
understand that all are integrated."

Back in the classroom 
Call it what you will—a framework, an approach, or "a way of thinking" (according to 
William)—and debate it all you want, for these educators, the study trip has certainly 
given new meaning to what it means to teach for understanding.

Says Siew Chin, "It has actually changed the way I look at my unit plans now, and I try 
to bring the 'why' to the students .Why do they have to know this? Does it relate to 
them? Is it important to them?"

"UbD has made me think more carefully about how I want to approach my teaching," 
says William. "I actually talk to my kids about it, and I even approach my grammar 
lessons through misunderstandings, which is something you do in UbD—identify a 
misunderstanding, and then teach around it."

He admits that "it’s made life a bit more difficult, because I have to redo my work—I 
have to look at my worksheets and then redo them." It has been an "intellectually 
stressful" process, but he is quick to add that "it’s good stress, because it makes you 
think about your teaching."

"I think one of the greatest advantages is that UbD helps the kids to find meaning in 
what they do and what the teacher is trying to do, so they relate to a bigger whole 
rather than just the compartmentalised lessons," adds Grace. "It makes teaching more 
meaningful, and teaching and learning become more real, for both the kids and for the 
teachers. You don’t just teach what is there in the text—you relate it to life and you 
relate it to bigger ideas, and that in itself is energising. You teach it because there are 
deeper understandings that you want to grapple with."

Back to the future 
But, is UbD really viable in our classrooms? 



"I think it is feasible," says Grace. "Because if you look at the essence of it all, and if the 
teachers believe in the essence of it all, it’s a matter of customising your lessons to 
ensure that you deliver what you’re supposed to be delivering—and that is to help the 
kids relate to a bigger picture in life."

The trip has helped to kickstart the process of curriculum innovation at Xinmin. As this is 
a school-wide initiative, all their teachers are currently being trained in UbD. They are 
working together on curriculum design, grappling with the curriculum as a whole, asking 
themselves fundamental questions about why they are teaching each topic, and looking 
for links between topics. 

Before the year is up, each department would have tried to redesign and teach at least 
one unit, in all the streams.

"The whole process of UbD—actually one of the biggest benefits—is in helping each 
teacher to become more effective, and increasing his capacity," explains Wei Li. "It’s not 
so much just having an engaging lesson, but it is more sustainable because it is the 
teacher who would have been raised in his capacity. I can’t wait to see, after the end of 
maybe 4 years, how each teacher teaches differently and sees his role and himself 
differently."

In terms of implementation, the factors to consider, says Wei Li, are "resources, the 
readiness of your teachers, and whether you yourself are willing to put in that 
investment yourself, because UbD is something that the leader has to roll up the sleeves 
and do, too. It doesn’t work any other way." "And time is very essential," adds Siew 
Chin, "time given to the teachers to be able to dialogue, converse and reflect after each 
lesson."

"I think at the end of the day, the trip served this purpose at least—it got the 
participants to see for themselves the feasibility of implementation," notes Grace. "At 
the end of the day, if they decide that their school is not ready for it, then that’s fine. 
But at least it helped them to grapple with some of the critical issues that they cannot 
omit in the implementation. They have picked up important aspects of curriculum 
leadership"

For William, the real road trip has only just begun. He is currently mentoring a few of his 
fellow teachers in the use of UbD and challenging them to approach their teaching 
differently. "Some people think it’s for bright learners. It’s for everyone—that’s what I 
really believe," says William. "It really places the teacher not on a pedestal but at the 
core of teaching. It’s not the curriculum—it’s the teacher."

So, as William would say, "UbD or not?"  
 
> Want to know how UbD can be used in the NT classroom? Click here.

Here's an example 
Do your students know why they're learning what they're 
learning? William tells us a story of how true understanding can 
sometimes escape our students in the classroom: 

I remember one time I said we were going to do reading 
comprehension and this kid put up his hand and said, "Mr 
Grosse, how can you say this is comprehension—there 
are no questions? Where are the questions to the 
passage? How can this be comprehension?" 

That’s an example of a misunderstanding. They think 
that reading comprehension means question-answer, 
question-answer. So I told them that when you talk 
about reading, there are things that you do before 
reading, during reading and after reading. Then they 
were like, “Huh? You mean I prepare for reading before 
reading?” So I broke it down and showed them what 
happens and why it happens. 

When I do that, the way I teach and what I get them to 
do has to be very different. It’s no longer sitting at the 
desk answering questions. It’s talking to one another, 
practising the protocol.

 

____________________



Published in SingTeach, May 2007
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Can Technology Help My Students Think? | Print | 

Critical thinking in an age of digital convenience: just a contradiction or a 
productive coexistence? SMART Technologies CEO Nancy Knowlton helps 
us answer some of the common dilemmas of teaching thinking with 
technology. 

 
Advancements in technology have definitely made life 
easier, faster and more convenient.  
 
While we are well aware of how this has changed 
classroom teaching, many are still unsure of how it 
helps achieve the other demands of the modern 
world – such as the need for students to think 
critically, be creative, and construct their own 
learning. 

 
How do we teach a generation of digital natives to be tech-savvy but not spoon-fed? We 
asked SMART Technologies CEO Nancy Knowlton to answer some of the common 
questions on teaching thinking with technology.   

Q: Technology seems to be all about making things easier for people. How can 
I use IT to help my students think critically without them becoming dependent 
on technology to do things for them? 

A: Technology does make things easier for people, but it is not an end in itself. 
Technology is there to serve the needs of students and teachers, and aid the learning 
process. At SMART we believe that a teacher, trained and comfortable using a SMART 
Board™ interactive whiteboard, is better able to engage and motivate his or her 
students in whatever subject is being taught. Studies from around the world have 
confirmed this.  

Once a student is engaged, I think most teachers, relying on their professional skills to 
create authentic learning experiences, will find it easier to stress important concepts like 
critical thinking.  

Technology opens the window to a vast array of information. It is still the teacher’s role 
to stress the importance of questioning, evaluating and analysing this information. 

Q: How exactly does technology help develop critical thinking and creativity 
among students? 

A: First and foremost, using technology in the classroom means that there are tools and 
resources in students’ hands that allow them to fully explore their theses and ideas. 
Students aren’t limited by the resources that are housed in their libraries. Add a skilled 
teacher-librarian into the equation and these students can leap ahead in their thinking 
and creating.  

The foundation here, though, is a teacher who structures pedagogically sound learning 
experiences to develop these skills. The art of asking good questions and then helping to 
model the appropriate thinking processes is key. Then allowing children to share the 
knowledge they have constructed with their classmates through a technology-enabled 
environment provides rigour and challenge while developing good presentation skills. 

  



Q: Does this mean that teachers should give up traditional tools such as a 
blackboard and chalk? 

A: That is entirely up to individual teachers or school administrators, but it likely is the 
way to go when moving to a digital world. Just as Cortez burned his ships when he 
reached the new world, using new technology in the classroom means that at least some 
of the old tools should be left behind.  

There have been many great teachers who have stood in front of their classrooms, with 
a blackboard behind them, and ignited the will to learn in their students. This is often 
called the sage-on-the-stage model. They have lectured explained, questioned, 
challenged, prodded and developed generations of citizens and leaders. Students have 
written their notes, listened attentively, undertaken their assignments and moved on to 
become productive members of society. This model worked well for a long time. 

While we may have a romantic belief that education remains the same today as when 
we attended school, the reality is that children have changed, and much of that change 
has to do with the pervasiveness of information and technology. What was once a useful 
teaching model in a less digital, less hectic world seems dated to children who have 
grown up with technology all around them and who cannot understand why they should 
leave it behind when they enter a classroom. 

Q: There are so many new programmes, devices and technology being 
developed for teachers. How do I know which one would be best for my 
students? 

A:  I would simply ask the following questions: Does this technology increase the 
engagement of my students in the subject? Does it motivate them? Does it increase 
their curiosity? Does it improve their level of participation? As a teacher, does it make 
my lesson planning more effective and easier? If the answer to those questions is “Yes”, 
the technology is worth using in the classroom.  

In the absence of concrete answers, try out the products and see how everyone 
responds to them. And talk to other teachers to get their direct advice and input. 

Q: What are some Dos and Don’ts for teachers who are thinking of using new 
technology in the classroom? 

A: I will keep it all positive. 

Do remember that technology, like interactive whiteboards, is for both teachers and 
students because it encourages a very participatory model of instruction. Many 
educators tell us that students should use the interactive whiteboard more than the 
teacher, particularly in the lower grade levels. 

Do put the technology in the hands of teachers who like to experiment and explore. 
They will delight in the opportunity, and that enthusiasm will rub off on their colleagues 
and they will be eager to have the same opportunity when they see the success of the 
technology adventurers. 

Do ensure that teachers learn to use new technology like interactive whiteboards at a 
comfortable pace. Spread professional development out over a reasonable period, 
starting with the simplest functions first, then feed in more as the teachers can absorb 
and need the training. 

Do encourage the use of technology in the teaching of all subjects, not just mathematics 
and science, and at all grade levels. 

Do have school administrators make a serious commitment to transformation if they 
expect teachers to make a serious commitment to technology and to changing the way 
they teach. Technology tools must be readily available to teachers when they need them 
and training should be adequate right from the start. 

Do remember to include the students in training. Not only does this foster a sense of 
responsibility, but it can also provide valuable assistants to the teachers as they explore 
and develop their technology skills as well. 

> Click here to learn more about SMART Technologies 



 

 
Nancy Knowlton focuses primarily on business development and 
strategic initiatives for the growth and development of SMART.   
 
Recognized as one of Canada's top businesswomen, Nancy was 
the 1999 Canadian Woman Entrepreneur of the Year in the 
Export category and along with co-founder David Martin, 
received the 2006 TeleSpan Pace Award, and the 2005 Alberta 
(Canada) Centennial Medal. 

  

___________________ 

Published in SingTeach, May 2007 
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 Fostering Critical Thinking in a Primary School  
  
Fostering critical thinking and effecting transfer of 

thinking in English Language, Mathematics and Science in 

a primary school 

 

The present study aims to train primary teachers to be reflective 

teachers and imbue them with good questioning techniques to 

promote critical and analytical thinking in their pupils; and 

develop primary pupils into critical thinkers with good logical 

reasoning skills.  

 

This is a longitudinal study involving a group of Primary 3 to 4 

pupils in a neigbourhood school. It examines the impact of 

teaching Philosophy For Children (P4C), for three semesters, on 

their reasoning and analytical skills and their achievement in 

English, Mathematics and Science. The teachers will be trained in 

the teaching of critical thinking using P4C (Matthew Lipman) by 

Mrs Lynne Hinton, Principal of Buranda State School in Brisbane. 

Team members will also attend a workshop conducted by 

Professor Phil Cam of Sydney University to get a better grasp of 

the philosophical principles underpinning P4C.  

 

The Pre-Post-Test Design will be adopted for the study involving 

two teachers and their pupils. The first six months will be spent 

training the teachers in the use of P4C materials and the skills 

involved. Discussions will be held regularly with teachers after 

their training to reinforce the skills, al least once in two weeks. 

The pupils will also be trained in discussion skills during their 

English Language lessons to prepare them for the P4C lessons in 

Semester 2 by team members fortnightly.  

 

Lipman's novel, Pixie (K-5), will be used for the teaching of P4C 

in the second semester. Pixie has an accompanying instructional 

manual for the teachers. Three lessons of 30 minutes each will be 

used for the teaching of P4C to the Primary 3 classes by the two 

trained teachers. When the pupils are in Primary 4 the following 

year, Asian literature, such as the series on Asia heroes by 

ASIAPAC could be used in place of Lipman's books. By then, 

teachers would be more familiar with the questioning and 

reasoning skills without having to depend on an instructional 

manual. The summative measures used to assess the reasoning 

skills are: 

1. The New Jersey Test of Reasoning Skills developed by 

Shipman in 1985. It has 50 multiple-choice items, 

assessing transitivity, deductive inference and 

contradiction. The test will be administered before the P4C 

lessons in Semester 2 and in the fourth semester of the 
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project before the Primary 4 Streaming Examination.  

2. The Group Tests of General Reasoning Skills AH2/AH3 

(2nd) by Heim, Watts and Simmonds in 1978. AH2 and 

AH3 are parallel tests with three components: Verbal, 

Numeral and Perceptual. Each component has 40 multiple-

choice items. AH2 will be used for the pre-test at the 

beginning of Semester 2 and AH3 for the post-test in 

Semester 4.  

3. A set of 12 metacognitive tasks on Mathematics, Science 

and Social Studies will also be used to assess the transfer 

effects of P4C to curricular subjects. The 12 tasks were 

developed by Chang and her team for a successful 

intervention study in 1994.  

4. The transfer effects will also be assessed, using the 

school's English, Mathematics and Science mid-year and 

end-of-year examination results in Primary 3 and Primary 

4. Formative and qualitative assessment will be carried out 

once a month through the use of video taping and 

classroom observations over three semesters (Semester 2 

in Primary 3, and Semesters 3 and 4 in Primary 4). 

Discussions with the experimental teachers will be carried 

out over the four semesters, at least once a fortnight. 

Cognitive coaching will be conducted with the observed 

teacher after each lesson observation. Selected pupils (10 

from each class) will be interviewed at the end of 

Semesters 2, 3 and 4 to solicit pupils' perceptions of the 

intervention.  
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Fostering Critical Thinking Through Philosophy for Children in Primary 
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Research shows how teaching critical thinking improves reasoning skills and 
performance in one Singapore primary school. 
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Having a Plan | Print | 

Find out how one research study is helping Normal (Technical) teachers 
plan and design a better curriculum for their students 

Much has been said about Singapore’s lowest 
stream—the Normal (Technical) or NT stream—so 
much so that a movie has even been made about it! 
Yet, meeting Professor James Albright and Dr. Mary 
Anne Heng gave me a distinct feeling that I was 
going to hear something new.  
 
Both researchers had agreed to a short interview on 
their project, Building Teacher Capacity in Curriculum 
and Pedagogical Design in Normal (Technical) 
Classrooms, an intervention project that aims to help 
NT teachers plan and teach in a way that caters to 
the needs of their students.  

Like other efforts to bring research into practice, the project definitely has its share of 
sceptics. Yet, with 21 teachers from 4 neighbourhood schools now taking part in the 
intervention, a positive impact on the teaching and learning in the NT classroom seems 
possible. Jim and Mary Anne are careful not to make any promises. Still, it’s interesting 
to hear what they think can be achieved.  

How the project came about 
In a nation-wide study by the Centre for Research on Pedagogy and Practice (CRPP), 
classroom data showed that there was little difference between the way lessons were 
taught in NT classrooms and in those from Normal (Academic) or Express streams. 

This was surprising, given that a review of the NT curriculum in 2004 had emphasised 
the need for more “practice-oriented” approaches and curricular links to daily life. For 
the research team, this data was one indication that teachers needed to plan their 
lessons more and teach in a way that would cater to the needs of NT students. 

Jim believes this is not something that can be done with worksheets and lectures alone. 
“For some kids, studying hard to beat the exam is sufficient because in a sense, they’ve 
been captured by school well enough for this to motivate them,” he says. “But for the 
kids in the NT stream, it’s like ‘I’m going to ITE—It’s The End.’ The exam doesn’t hold 
quite the same attention.”  

In need of a plan 
Jim admits that the task of planning a curriculum is easier said than done. “So many of 
our teachers are still getting used to the idea of planning. And this goes beyond just 
thinking about the lesson. It’s about how a unit builds learning for the next and how 
lessons should work towards some essential learning.” 
  
A good plan includes not only how to teach the subject matter but how to overcome 
other challenges as well. “If you walk into an NT classroom, you see a lot of kids just 
trying to mediate the language,” explains Jim. “Sometimes a teacher would say, ‘Yeah, 
they have a hard time with the language.’ But they don’t see the implications of that in 
terms of designing lessons or choosing the particular activity or task they’re planning.” 

The task of planning is also affected by the fact that most teachers have low 

  



expectations of NT students. “Frequently, you get a teacher saying, ‘Oh, I need to dumb 
it down more,’ or ‘I have to make it easier and easier and easier’” says Jim. “There are 
confronting views that children who are underachieving don’t have the capacity to deal 
with a thinking curriculum so teachers are often surprised during the planning process 
where a lot seems to be possible,” adds Mary Anne.  

According to Jim, low expectations, as expressed through “deficit ways of talking”, are 
associated with poor student achievement. This correlation has been proven by over 40 
years of international research findings and is not just a problem in Singaporean 
classrooms. 

Understanding by Design 
To help teachers become curriculum designers, the research team chose Wiggins and 
McTighe’s Understanding by Design (UbD) as a basis for the intervention. While UbD is 
not new in Singapore, it is the first attempt to use the framework with students who are 
not performing well in the classroom. 

Still, the research team is confident that NT teachers will also find it useful. “UbD has a 
reasonable perspective on all sorts of things,” says Jim. “It would say direct instruction 
is fine in reasonable amounts. It would also say certain forms of assessment like quizzes 
are perfectly all right as long as they are set within an overall framework of student 
learning.” 

UbD also focuses on helping students understand the purpose of what they’re learning. 
For Jim, this was a question that many NT teachers must consider when planning their 
lessons. “Can students tell me what they’re doing, why they’re doing it, how it connects 
to what they did yesterday and what they’re doing tomorrow? It’s a pretty simple kind 
of thing to do but if kids can’t do that, then they should want to know why and they 
should be able to tell you,” he says simply. “Basically that’s UbD in a nutshell: Do your 
kids know why they’re doing what they’re doing?” 

Tell us something new 
Dozens of professional development theories have long been proposed and yet made 
little change in the classroom. Is UbD yet another Western “solution” being forced on 
the Singaporean teachers? 

“The idea of having a Western expert come in and lay down a kind of Western pedagogy 
on Asian kids is not quite the case,” says Jim. “I think UbD encourages teachers to have 
a wide repertoire and not just be one-trick ponies. The more you can do, the better you 
can do.” 

Similarly, Mary Anne emphasises that UbD is not simply another “learner-centred” 
approach. “I think UbD reminds us of the fundamental questions and issues that we 
should be focusing on in relation to teaching and learning. What’s meaningful? What’s 
relevant? It takes us further than questions on activities-based learning and student-
centredness. It’s about what’s appropriate and meaningful.” 

Does it work? 
To help teachers translate UbD principles into practice, Jim and Mary Anne assembled a 
team of researchers who are not “outsiders” in the classroom. “Our research associates 
have experience, subject knowledge and familiarity with the Singapore school 
curriculum so I think that provides encouragement for teachers in terms of what’s 
possible,” says Mary Anne.  

The research team conducted interviews, administered interviews and observed 
classroom discussions. A unique “process of moderation” was also developed to see 
whether the intervention was helping teachers plan their lessons better. For each 
teacher participating in the project, the team collected works from 5 of their students 
over a 3-week period. Experts were then invited to look through these for “signs of 
understanding”. The process is repeated at the end of the project. 

“I think this process gives us a certain degree of confidence, along with all the other 
data, in saying, yeah, in a relatively short period of time, this seemed to affect the kind 
of work students were doing,” Jim says.  

Of course, the question at the back of our minds remains: Does this mean better test 
scores for the students’ N-level examinations? 

“Now, we cannot say that their scores in the common exam are going to go up or 
anything like that. There are just too many variables. I mean, you can make the claim 



 

but no one will believe you,” jokes Jim.  

“I see the project as planting in terms of an awareness of what might be possible when 
groups of committed teachers come together,” Mary Anne says pragmatically.  

And in the end, perhaps one of the project’s biggest achievements cannot be measured 
by test performance at all. As Jim says, “Part of this work is getting teachers to think, 
‘Who are these kids?’ Not simply, ‘Are they going to be the people who fix my aircon?’ 
but who are they in terms of my neighbours, the people I ride the MRT with, who vote in 
elections and participate in civil society. A teacher should be cognisant of those kinds of 
things.” 

> Click here to find out more about this research project. 
 
> Want to know what teachers think of UbD? Click here. 
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Fostering Critical Thinking Through Philosophy for 
Children in Primary School 

| Print | 

Research shows how teaching critical thinking improves reasoning skills 
and performance in one Singapore primary school. 

The Philosophy for Children (P4C) Programme was 
developed in the late-1960s by Matthew Lipman, a 
philosophy professor from Montclair State College in 
New Jersey. Suitable for students from kindergarten 
to secondary school, it aims to build on the students’ 
own wonder and curiosity and provide logical training 
through skilful questioning.  

According to Philip Cam (2006), P4C aims to develop 
philosophical understanding and social and 
intellectual dispositions that will aid students to 
become active participants in society. 

The guiding tool of P4C is the Community of Inquiry. Participating in a Community of 
Inquiry engages children in developing important cognitive abilities such as creating 
hypotheses, clarifying their terms, asking for and giving good reasons, offering 
examples and counter examples, questioning each others’ assumptions, drawing 
inferences, and following where the inquiry leads to (Institute for the Advancement of 
Philosophy for Children [IAPC], 2003).  

Community of Inquiry is also a social enterprise which requires the children to share 
their own views and opinions, listen to others, challenge and build on others’ ideas, look 
for fallacious reasoning and reconstruct their own ideas (IAPC, 2003). 

P4C in Singapore  
In 2005, researchers from the Centre for Research on Pedagogy and Practice (CRPP) 
carried out a P4C research study in an East Zone primary school. The objectives of the 
study were: 

1. to equip the project teachers with thinking, reasoning and questioning skills;  
2. to train the project pupils in reasoning and analytical skills; and  
3. to ascertain the transfer of thinking skills to English, Mathematics and Science. 

The study was carried out in two Primary 3 classes, with the intervention spanning over 
2 years. Pupils participated in the study from Primary 3 through Primary 4. The school 
was asked to arrange for the same teachers to take the classes through the two years. 
These teachers also took lessons on thinking skills through workshops conducted by the 
research team and a 14-week online course on P4C organised by the Ministry of 
Education in Queensland, Australia. Two other classes were selected as control classes. 
 
Throughout this training period, the research team had regular meetings and 
discussions with the two project teachers. 

Methodology 
P4C lessons were carried out once a week over a double period. Since the class size was 
quite large, pupils were grouped into groups of four. Convenient grouping was necessary 
as P4C lessons often took place in the classroom. 

  



Before each lesson, pupils were reminded of the ground rules of participation: 

1. One voice  
2. No right or wrong answer  
3. Each answer must be justified with a good reason  
4. Share ideas  
5. Build on others’ ideas 

The P4C lessons usually began with the teacher reading a story followed by the pupils 
raising questions. Beside books, discussions also revolved around pictures or objects. 
Researchers used Cam’s Thinking Books because it had shorter stories and drew from 
different cultures. In Primary 4, Asian stories published by AsiaPac were also included in 
the P4C lessons to provide a stronger Asian flavour. 

Formative Evaluation 
The research team used video tapes and classroom observations to monitor the 
qualitative changes in pupils’ and teachers’ behaviours. Cognitive coaching was carried 
out with the teachers after each classroom observation to reinforce good practices and 
correct inappropriate handling of questions from the pupils. 

Two questionnaires on the pupils’ perceptions of P4C were administered at the end of 
the school year. This was to monitor the impact and transfer effects of P4C lessons on 
their thinking skills and their achievement in English, Mathematics and Science. 

Researchers also collected and analysed the pupils’ mid-year and final year examination 
scores in English, Mathematics and Science. Examination questionnaires were requested 
from the schools. 

The pupils’ parents were then surveyed regarding the frequency and nature of their 
interaction their children. 

Summative Evaluation 
To assess the pupils’ reasoning skills, researchers used the New Jersey Test of 
Reasoning Skills (NJTR) developed by Shipman in 1985. The test is made up of 50 
multiple choice items assessing transitivity, deductive inferences and contradictions. It 
was administered before the project began in Primary 3 and when it ended in Primary 4. 

Researchers also used a second standardised test called the Group Test of General 
Reasoning Skills AH2/AH3 (2nd Edition) by Heim, Watts and Simmons (1978). This test 
included 2 parallel tests (AH2 and AH3) with 3 components: verbal, numeral and 
perceptual. Each component has 40 multiple choice items. AH2 was used for the pre-
test and AH3 for the post-test. 

A set of 12 metacognitive tasks in Mathematics, Science and Social Studies developed 
by Chang et al. were also used to assess metacognitive skills in the pre- and post-test in 
order to assess the transfer effects on pupils’ achievement in the curricular subjects. 
 
Project pupils were also asked to solve four dilemma cases over the duration of the 
project to assess the quality of their reasoning skills. 

Results 
Quantitative Findings 

1. Results of the NJTR Skills test and the General Group Test of Reasoning were 
encouraging as the gains in reasoning skills by the project classes were 
statistically significant. Results from the control classes showed that 
improvements in reasoning skills were non-significant. 
  

2. Pupils reported that the P4C lessons had helped them in their Mathematics, 
English and Science lessons. Although there were improvements in examination 
scores, these were not statistically significant 

Qualitative Findings 

1. When it came to answering the dilemma cases, the pupils responded in a way 
which was more detailed and mature compared to the response of pupils from 
the control classes.  
  

2. For the first time, five Primary 3 pupils (all from the project classes) were 



 

selected for the gifted programme. 
  

3. A project teacher observed that his pupils were more mature in their choice of 
play and use of time. 
  

4. Other teachers who taught the project pupils “complained” that the class asked 
too many questions. 
  

5. In an interview for MOE's Contact magazine, one pupil’s parent stated that his 
child has learned to think more deeply when dealing with his daily problems and 
has become more mature in his behaviour. 
  

6. Parents of pupils involved in the project have requested that P4C be extended to 
include Primary 5 and 6, while parents of pupils who were not involved in the 
P4C project have requested that their children have P4C lessons as well. 

School-based Learning Circle 
This project has been extended for another 6 months in order to assist the school in 
establishing a P4C Learning Circle. Here, teachers interested in P4C are given seminars 
by the research team and the project teacher. P4C lessons will be introduced to all 
Primary 3 classes in the school in 2007. 

> Click here to learn more about this project. 
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Learn from fellow teachers as they use research to reflect 
on, question, and voice out improvements for their own 
practice. 
 

UbD or Not? 

During the end-of-year semester break last year, 12 educators from the North Zone 
spent 11 days traversing across 4 American states in 3 cars. Their mission was to see 
how schools in the United States were implementing innovative ways of teaching and 
learning. SingTeach caught up with 4 of the participants to find out more. 

Click here to read more. 

Lights Up! 

Seng Kang Primary teachers show us how structured play can be more than fun and 
games. 

Click here to read more. 

Strategic Reading with Habits of Mind 

What do you do when your students don't understand what they're reading? For 
Changkat Primary's Suzanne Chia, it's all about finding the right strategy. 

Click here to read more. 
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UbD or Not? | Print | 

During the end-of-year semester break last year, 12 educators from the 
North Zone spent 11 days traversing across 4 American states in 3 cars. 
Their mission was to see how schools in the United States were 
implementing innovative ways of teaching and learning. SingTeach 
caught up with 4 of the participants to find out more. 

 

 
Sitting in a room with these four educators, barely 2 months after their return, one 
cannot help but feel their sense of energy and excitement. With their US trip still fresh 
in their minds, their enthusiasm and conviction are contagious. 

Taking a road trip  
This study trip was initiated by the leaders of Xinmin Secondary School. As one of the 
prototype schools selected by the Ministry of Education under the Teach Less, Learn 
More initiative to bring about school-based curriculum innovations, Xinmin was keen to 
adopt Wiggins and McTighe's Understanding by Design (UbD) model as a framework for 
their school’s curriculum and see how it was being applied in the US . 

It soon became a zone project, with 6 principals and 5 heads of department from the 
North Zone on board. "The zone’s focus was also to level up school leaders' capacity in 
curriculum leadership, and this was part of the efforts to work on that," explains Ms 
Grace Ng, Superintendent of the North 1 Cluster, who was also on the trip. 

There and back 
The group observed classes and talked to fellow 
educators in 11 schools in New York, New Jersey, 
Washington DC and Philadelphia.  

"It was like an epiphany," says William Grosse, who 
teaches Rosyth School’s Gifted Education (GE) 
Programme. "I’ve dealt with UbD in the GE, but I 
didn’t really understand what teaching for 
understanding meant until I saw the things that 
happened in the American classrooms. Then things 

clicked." 

For Ms Ng Siew Chin, Xinmin’s Science Head, the "experiential learning" was invaluable. 
"When I went there, I saw for myself how the teachers delivered the lesson and how 
they engaged the students in the learning. It made me question myself, why I teach the 

  



subject Chemistry." 

"It was useful to see the varying degrees of successful implementation in the different 
schools and districts, and to figure out what we must be careful about, what we must 
do, what we must not do, and so on," adds Xinmin’s Principal, Mdm Liew Wei Li.  

So…what is UbD? 
As a pedagogical approach, UbD is not new. In fact, it is one of many approaches that 
has already been implemented by several schools in Singapore. So, what is UbD 
anyway? 

"It’s not so much a different way of teaching," 
explains Wei Li. "I would say it’s an awakening of the 
teacher, because you become so aware of what the 
priorities are, what is important to emphasise." 

In practice, UbD offers a 3-stage "backward 
planning" curriculum design process. Stage 1 begins 
with identifying the desired results; followed by Stage 
2, where you determine acceptable evidence of Stage 
1; and finally, at Stage 3, you plan the learning 
experiences and instruction. 

"I think because UbD makes you stare at this thing called understanding in the eye and 
come to terms with it," notes William. "Basically, that’s what we’re supposed to aim for 
in school—understanding. We’re not supposed to just aim for academic results or 
awards—we’re supposed to aim for understanding. And to bring understanding by 
design—bringing understanding through intention!" 

It’s all about the process 
After each school visit, the group would spend time reflecting together about what they 
had seen and heard. 

"What I realised was that the process is all-important," shares William. "When I went to 
the States, I could actually get a sense of the teachers grappling with it. And when I 
listened to the conversations, to the teachers explaining their frustrations and anxieties, 
or their own feelings and questions as they went about grappling with the programme, I 
realised I was missing that—the conversations, the growth, the development, the 
grappling with the issues—not just the curriculum but the issues that come about 
because you grapple with the curriculum and because you grapple with UbD." 

Siew Chin agrees. "I think it’s a process that is very critical for the teachers to go 
through when planning our lessons, because it makes you first look at how and why you 
teach, and how you can interlink the topics into one big theme so that students can 
understand that all are integrated." 

Back in the classroom 
Call it what you will—a framework, an approach, or "a way of thinking" (according to 
William)—and debate it all you want, for these educators, the study trip has certainly 
given new meaning to what it means to teach for understanding. 

Says Siew Chin, "It has actually changed the way I look at my unit plans now, and I try 
to bring the 'why' to the students .Why do they have to know this? Does it relate to 
them? Is it important to them?" 

"UbD has made me think more carefully about how I want to approach my teaching," 
says William. "I actually talk to my kids about it, and I even approach my grammar 
lessons through misunderstandings, which is something you do in UbD—identify a 
misunderstanding, and then teach around it." 

He admits that "it’s made life a bit more difficult, because I have to redo my work—I 
have to look at my worksheets and then redo them." It has been an "intellectually 
stressful" process, but he is quick to add that "it’s good stress, because it makes you 
think about your teaching." 

"I think one of the greatest advantages is that UbD helps the kids to find meaning in 
what they do and what the teacher is trying to do, so they relate to a bigger whole 
rather than just the compartmentalised lessons," adds Grace. "It makes teaching more 
meaningful, and teaching and learning become more real, for both the kids and for the 
teachers. You don’t just teach what is there in the text—you relate it to life and you 



relate it to bigger ideas, and that in itself is energising. You teach it because there are 
deeper understandings that you want to grapple with." 

Back to the future 
But, is UbD really viable in our classrooms?  

"I think it is feasible," says Grace. "Because if you look at the essence of it all, and if the 
teachers believe in the essence of it all, it’s a matter of customising your lessons to 
ensure that you deliver what you’re supposed to be delivering—and that is to help the 
kids relate to a bigger picture in life." 

The trip has helped to kickstart the process of curriculum innovation at Xinmin. As this is 
a school-wide initiative, all their teachers are currently being trained in UbD. They are 
working together on curriculum design, grappling with the curriculum as a whole, asking 
themselves fundamental questions about why they are teaching each topic, and looking 
for links between topics.  

Before the year is up, each department would have tried to redesign and teach at least 
one unit, in all the streams. 

"The whole process of UbD—actually one of the biggest benefits—is in helping each 
teacher to become more effective, and increasing his capacity," explains Wei Li. "It’s not 
so much just having an engaging lesson, but it is more sustainable because it is the 
teacher who would have been raised in his capacity. I can’t wait to see, after the end of 
maybe 4 years, how each teacher teaches differently and sees his role and himself 
differently." 

In terms of implementation, the factors to consider, says Wei Li, are "resources, the 
readiness of your teachers, and whether you yourself are willing to put in that 
investment yourself, because UbD is something that the leader has to roll up the sleeves 
and do, too. It doesn’t work any other way." "And time is very essential," adds Siew 
Chin, "time given to the teachers to be able to dialogue, converse and reflect after each 
lesson." 

"I think at the end of the day, the trip served this purpose at least—it got the 
participants to see for themselves the feasibility of implementation," notes Grace. "At 
the end of the day, if they decide that their school is not ready for it, then that’s fine. 
But at least it helped them to grapple with some of the critical issues that they cannot 
omit in the implementation. They have picked up important aspects of curriculum 
leadership" 

For William, the real road trip has only just begun. He is currently mentoring a few of his 
fellow teachers in the use of UbD and challenging them to approach their teaching 
differently. "Some people think it’s for bright learners. It’s for everyone—that’s what I 
really believe," says William. "It really places the teacher not on a pedestal but at the 
core of teaching. It’s not the curriculum—it’s the teacher." 

So, as William would say, "UbD or not?"  
 
> Want to know how UbD can be used in the NT classroom? Click here. 

Here's an example 
Do your students know why they're learning what they're 
learning? William tells us a story of how true understanding can 
sometimes escape our students in the classroom:  

I remember one time I said we were going to do reading 
comprehension and this kid put up his hand and said, "Mr 
Grosse, how can you say this is comprehension—there 
are no questions? Where are the questions to the 
passage? How can this be comprehension?"  

That’s an example of a misunderstanding. They think 
that reading comprehension means question-answer, 
question-answer. So I told them that when you talk 
about reading, there are things that you do before 
reading, during reading and after reading. Then they 
were like, “Huh? You mean I prepare for reading before 
reading?” So I broke it down and showed them what 
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happens and why it happens.  

When I do that, the way I teach and what I get them to 
do has to be very different. It’s no longer sitting at the 
desk answering questions. It’s talking to one another, 
practising the protocol. 
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Having a Plan | Print | 

Find out how one research study is helping Normal (Technical) teachers 
plan and design a better curriculum for their students

Much has been said about Singapore’s lowest 
stream—the Normal (Technical) or NT stream—so 
much so that a movie has even been made about it! 
Yet, meeting Professor James Albright and Dr. Mary 
Anne Heng gave me a distinct feeling that I was 
going to hear something new.  
 
Both researchers had agreed to a short interview on 
their project, Building Teacher Capacity in Curriculum 
and Pedagogical Design in Normal (Technical) 
Classrooms, an intervention project that aims to help 
NT teachers plan and teach in a way that caters to 
the needs of their students. 

Like other efforts to bring research into practice, the project definitely has its share of 
sceptics. Yet, with 21 teachers from 4 neighbourhood schools now taking part in the 
intervention, a positive impact on the teaching and learning in the NT classroom seems 
possible. Jim and Mary Anne are careful not to make any promises. Still, it’s interesting 
to hear what they think can be achieved. 

How the project came about 
In a nation-wide study by the Centre for Research on Pedagogy and Practice (CRPP), 
classroom data showed that there was little difference between the way lessons were 
taught in NT classrooms and in those from Normal (Academic) or Express streams.

This was surprising, given that a review of the NT curriculum in 2004 had emphasised 
the need for more “practice-oriented” approaches and curricular links to daily life. For 
the research team, this data was one indication that teachers needed to plan their 
lessons more and teach in a way that would cater to the needs of NT students.

Jim believes this is not something that can be done with worksheets and lectures alone. 
“For some kids, studying hard to beat the exam is sufficient because in a sense, they’ve 
been captured by school well enough for this to motivate them,” he says. “But for the 
kids in the NT stream, it’s like ‘I’m going to ITE—It’s The End.’ The exam doesn’t hold 
quite the same attention.” 

In need of a plan 
Jim admits that the task of planning a curriculum is easier said than done. “So many of 
our teachers are still getting used to the idea of planning. And this goes beyond just 
thinking about the lesson. It’s about how a unit builds learning for the next and how 
lessons should work towards some essential learning.” 
  
A good plan includes not only how to teach the subject matter but how to overcome 
other challenges as well. “If you walk into an NT classroom, you see a lot of kids just 
trying to mediate the language,” explains Jim. “Sometimes a teacher would say, ‘Yeah, 
they have a hard time with the language.’ But they don’t see the implications of that in 
terms of designing lessons or choosing the particular activity or task they’re planning.”
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The task of planning is also affected by the fact that most teachers have low 
expectations of NT students. “Frequently, you get a teacher saying, ‘Oh, I need to dumb 
it down more,’ or ‘I have to make it easier and easier and easier’” says Jim. “There are 
confronting views that children who are underachieving don’t have the capacity to deal 
with a thinking curriculum so teachers are often surprised during the planning process 
where a lot seems to be possible,” adds Mary Anne. 

According to Jim, low expectations, as expressed through “deficit ways of talking”, are 
associated with poor student achievement. This correlation has been proven by over 40 
years of international research findings and is not just a problem in Singaporean 
classrooms.

Understanding by Design 
To help teachers become curriculum designers, the research team chose Wiggins and 
McTighe’s Understanding by Design (UbD) as a basis for the intervention. While UbD is 
not new in Singapore, it is the first attempt to use the framework with students who are 
not performing well in the classroom.

Still, the research team is confident that NT teachers will also find it useful. “UbD has a 
reasonable perspective on all sorts of things,” says Jim. “It would say direct instruction 
is fine in reasonable amounts. It would also say certain forms of assessment like quizzes 
are perfectly all right as long as they are set within an overall framework of student 
learning.”

UbD also focuses on helping students understand the purpose of what they’re learning. 
For Jim, this was a question that many NT teachers must consider when planning their 
lessons. “Can students tell me what they’re doing, why they’re doing it, how it connects 
to what they did yesterday and what they’re doing tomorrow? It’s a pretty simple kind 
of thing to do but if kids can’t do that, then they should want to know why and they 
should be able to tell you,” he says simply. “Basically that’s UbD in a nutshell: Do your 
kids know why they’re doing what they’re doing?”

Tell us something new 
Dozens of professional development theories have long been proposed and yet made 
little change in the classroom. Is UbD yet another Western “solution” being forced on 
the Singaporean teachers?

“The idea of having a Western expert come in and lay down a kind of Western pedagogy 
on Asian kids is not quite the case,” says Jim. “I think UbD encourages teachers to have 
a wide repertoire and not just be one-trick ponies. The more you can do, the better you 
can do.”

Similarly, Mary Anne emphasises that UbD is not simply another “learner-centred” 
approach. “I think UbD reminds us of the fundamental questions and issues that we 
should be focusing on in relation to teaching and learning. What’s meaningful? What’s 
relevant? It takes us further than questions on activities-based learning and student-
centredness. It’s about what’s appropriate and meaningful.”

Does it work? 
To help teachers translate UbD principles into practice, Jim and Mary Anne assembled a 
team of researchers who are not “outsiders” in the classroom. “Our research associates 
have experience, subject knowledge and familiarity with the Singapore school 
curriculum so I think that provides encouragement for teachers in terms of what’s 
possible,” says Mary Anne. 

The research team conducted interviews, administered interviews and observed 
classroom discussions. A unique “process of moderation” was also developed to see 
whether the intervention was helping teachers plan their lessons better. For each 
teacher participating in the project, the team collected works from 5 of their students 
over a 3-week period. Experts were then invited to look through these for “signs of 
understanding”. The process is repeated at the end of the project.

“I think this process gives us a certain degree of confidence, along with all the other 
data, in saying, yeah, in a relatively short period of time, this seemed to affect the kind 
of work students were doing,” Jim says. 

Of course, the question at the back of our minds remains: Does this mean better test 
scores for the students’ N-level examinations?

“Now, we cannot say that their scores in the common exam are going to go up or 
anything like that. There are just too many variables. I mean, you can make the claim 
but no one will believe you,” jokes Jim. 

“I see the project as planting in terms of an awareness of what might be possible when 
groups of committed teachers come together,” Mary Anne says pragmatically. 



And in the end, perhaps one of the project’s biggest achievements cannot be measured 
by test performance at all. As Jim says, “Part of this work is getting teachers to think, 
‘Who are these kids?’ Not simply, ‘Are they going to be the people who fix my aircon?’ 
but who are they in terms of my neighbours, the people I ride the MRT with, who vote in 
elections and participate in civil society. A teacher should be cognisant of those kinds of 
things.”

> Click here to find out more about this research project. 
 
> Want to know what teachers think of UbD? Click here.
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Lights Up! | Print | 

Seng Kang Primary teachers show us how structured play can be more 
than fun and games. 

How did Benjamin Franklin discover that 
lightning was electricity? Or Thomas Edison 
invent the light bulb? Whether you cite 
intuition, intelligence or just sheer luck, one 
thing’s for sure: they didn’t get the answers 
from their Science teacher.  

This is why Primary 4 teachers from Seng 
Kang Primary School were understandably 
worried when that seemed to be the only 
thing their students seemed to do. 

“Whenever we posed questions they always 
come back empty-handed,” recalls Mdm 
Siswati Ahmad. “They were always waiting 
for the answers to be given to them.”  

While the “teacher teaches and I listen” attitude can be found in Maths and English 
classes too, it seemed especially disturbing in a subject that is supposed to be about 
experimentation and discovery. “That’s just not the way to do Science,” Siswati says 
firmly, shaking her head. “You can’t just learn it by reading a book or listening to the 
teacher. You have to explore and discover things on your own.” 

Give me some action 
To deal with this problem, teachers knew they needed a strategy which could get the 
children motivated and ensure that they learned the lesson as well. In the end, the 
solution was inspired by the students themselves. “We realised that children love to play 
so we thought that if it was structured properly, perhaps it would help them learn the 
concepts better,” explains Siswati.   

In 2006, the teachers put their theory to the test by embarking on an action research 
project called “Lights Up!” where they aimed to encourage independent learning by 
designing activities which allowed students to learn the properties of light through 
structured play. 

  



 

What followed was a 5-week period of, well…fun and games! Although teachers still 
presented lectures in class, these were limited to brief PowerPoint presentations on the 
concepts of light. Most of the time, students worked in small groups to figure out 
answers on their own.  

Even the lesson’s “closure” was all about group interaction. “Most of the time, a majority 
of the groups get the correct concepts,” says Siswati. “We invite the groups to share 
their results then ask the others to improve on what has been presented. It’s really 
about questioning and getting them to improve their own answers.”  

But how did this go down with students who lacked the initiative in the first place? 

“At first, the students were shocked. They were like, ‘What are we doing?!’” Siswati 
laughs. “It was only later on when they stopped asking us how things were done or what 
this meant. They started to realise that, ‘I can read this first then try it out on my own.’” 

Issues and challenges 
Of course, like any action research initiative, the “Lights Up!” project had its own share 
of challenges. For the P4 teachers, the time-consuming nature of hands-on activities 
became a problem when it came to finishing the required content.  

To address this issue, teachers converted Science remediation to Science supplementary 
lessons so they could have students come back to class for an extra hour. Luckily, their 
new teaching approach was an undeniable hit. “The kids loved it,” beams Siswata. “They 
don’t mind because they know Science supplementary means ‘playtime’ and they’re not 
just going to be sitting down for remediation.” 

Yet, the lack of time translates to issues of sustainability as well. Siswati admits that it 
would be difficult to apply such self-directed activities to all topics in class. Maintaining 
the positive effects of the project is also not assured when students move on to the next 
level. “AR was successful for this activity but the sustainability of the students’ 
motivation is yet to be seen,” she says. “Now they’re in another level, learning other 
Science topics. It’s up to this new group of teachers if they want to take on this project.” 

Another issue was the reliability of the research design itself. As the school enters its 
fifth year of doing AR, it faces the same criticism that has plagued other forms of 
teacher-led research.  

Jasmine Chan, the school’s AR coordinator is well aware of such challenges. “When we 
write our reflections, the research outcomes are always positive. It’s always a success 
and students always get better. But we use very conventional methods like the pretests, 
interventions, and post tests. We also don’t have control groups so there’s no 
comparison,” she says. 

Of course, the idea of making research more “rigorous” can definitely raise a few 
eyebrows among the faculty. Vice-Principal Angie Ong is frank about the limitations of 
research at the school: “Quantitative methodology is something that may put people off 
because not everybody can take to numbers. We kept things simple and chose an 
approach that worked for us.” 



“Teachers used these strategies in class because they wanted to improve their students’ 
abilities,” adds Jasmine, “That was their main concern and not so the technical aspects 
of research. I think this year we might look into learning more research design to ensure 
that our research is really valid and reliable.” 

As long as it works 
While the approach of such action research studies continues to be a debatable issue, 
Siswati is content with the fact that the “Lights Up!” project helped her students 
experience the true nature of learning Science. “I guess our major concern was that the 
children improve from where they are. When we see an improvement, we consider it a 
success.” 

And yes, there has definitely been some improvement. Interviews and surveys show 
that students enjoyed the exploratory activities and wished there would be more hands-
on work in the future. “For once, they got to do something without the teacher telling 
them what to do!” Siswati exclaims. A post-test also shows that more than half of the 
students understood the concepts that the teachers wanted them to learn.  

Yet, perhaps one of the most unexpected results was how the approach was well 
received, even among students who don’t usually do well in school. “Actually, the 
weakest class enjoyed it more than the better class,” says Siswati. “They really 
understood the topic more while the top-end classes did more or less the same in terms 
of scores.” “The better students actually felt very insecure that there were no notes,” 
Jasmine chuckles. 

Next steps 
Although the P4 teachers have concluded their action research project, “Lights Up!” is 
still used to teach the current batch of Primary 4 students. The AR results have also 
been shared with other teachers in the school. “That is our ultimate aim. When we do 
our sharing, we hope that other levels will actually take on these approaches,” says 
Jasmine.  

Through all of this, the school administration remains determined to keep teachers 
inspired to try things out. “In any innovation or approach, teachers must feel a kind of 
confidence that they can do it and if mistakes are made, it’s fine,” says Angie. “With that 
liberty and ease of mind, teachers have taken flight to do things on their own.” 

Yet Siswati sums it up best with her own take on what AR is about: “When we do 
research, the problem concerned is closer to our hearts. These are things we face every 
day. That’s why I think it’s a good venue.”    

  

  

____________________ 

Published in SingTeach, May 2007 

Try this out! 
These P4 teachers from Seng Kang Primary have thought of a great 
way to close a group activity in class. Instead of having students 
simply report their findings in class, why not ask them to Find the FIB 
instead? 

Here’s what you do: 

1. Have each group of students come to the board and write 
three statements about something they learned from the 
activity. 

2. Ask them to make sure that only one of statements is actually 
true. The other two must be “fibs” or false statements.  

3. After all the statements have been written down, ask the rest 
of the class to “find the fib” or the statements which are false. 

Students will need to know the lesson’s concepts in order to find the fib 
and formulate their own fibs as well.  
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Strategic Reading with Habits of Mind | Print | 

What do you do when your students don't understand what they're 
reading? For Changkat Primary's Suzanne Chia, it's all about finding the 
right strategy. 

For most of us, understanding text seems to be all about 
two simple steps: read and read again.  
 
Whether it be a new science fiction novel, the annual tax 
form or the daily paper, we’ve become so used to 
reading and rereading that the idea of finding a "better" 
way to do so almost seems strange.  

An action research study by Suzanne Chia proves that it 
isn't strange at all.  

 
Her research shows that developing proper thinking habits among Primary 5 students at 
Changkat Primary School can help them tackle text in a way that’s meaningful, efficient 
and productive.  
 
By using skills such as questioning and thinking aloud, Suzanne’s research tells us that 
understanding is not simply a matter of repetitive reading.  

Do and do 
Reading comprehension has always been a serious concern for Changkat Primary 
School. With 60% of students failing this portion of their exams, it was a problem that 
seemed frustratingly insurmountable. "I think my principal would agree that we do a lot 
of teaching but the results are not improving," says Suzanne. "Teachers work harder 
and they still don’t improve then we work even harder and this whole vicious cycle 
continues."  

For Suzanne, a major problem was that students 
didn’t understand what they were reading. What's 
worse, teachers didn’t offer alternative ways for them 
as well. "We interviewed students on what they did to 
understand the text and all they said was 'underline' 
and 'highlight'," recalls Suzanne.  
 
"So basically, what happens in class is that the 
teacher says, 'Let's read this together then I will 
explain it to you.' If they don’t understand, they just 
have to read it again and again and again."   

When chosen to participate in the Ministry of 
Education's Research Activist Scheme, Suzanne 
seized the opportunity to do action research on 
improving her students' reading comprehension.  

She wanted to see whether students can become strategic readers through Habits of 
Mind. "A strategic reader knows his or her purpose of reading," Suzanne explains, "They 
monitor, manage and modify their understanding. Basically, the reader is someone who 
strives to be an independent learner." 

  



Starting a habit 
With countless educational theories on literacy and reading, deciding on just one was a 
tough process. In the end, Suzanne chose an approach that she was both familiar with 
and passionate about: Costa's Habits of Mind (HoM).  

Suzanne encountered HoM 4 years ago at a conference on gifted education. Since then, 
she has been practising HoM in her classroom teaching. "I’m really passionate about 
HoM because I’ve seen the results in my students. Some things just naturally began to 
change. I deliberately use HOM terminologies in the classroom and create a favourable 
environment for the cultivating and application of HOM." 

Introduced by Arthur Costa and Bena Kallick, HoM is basically about teaching students 
to develop intelligent ways to deal with situations where the answers are unknown. It 
outlines 16 habits which students should have in order to face the uncertainties of the 
modern world. Some examples are: managing impulsivity, thinking flexibly, gathering 
data through all the senses, and creating, imagining and innovating.   

When it comes to reading comprehension, Costa (2006) believes that HoM could help 
students read more strategically. The goal of strategic readers is reading for 
understanding. Therefore, reading is treated as problem solving – where one must use 
different strategies to "fix" the problem in order to manage their understanding. 
Suzanne’s research question focused on whether HoM can create strategic readers 
among students in Changkat Primary School.  

So how? 
Within 3 weeks, Suzanne taught a module of 8 lessons which covered HoM  and reading 
strategies to 104 Primary 5 students. These students were then asked to practice these 
skills in two reading tasks. Suzanne’s reading strategy comprised the following steps: 

Preview the text  
Students scan the narrative and get a basic idea of what it’s about. "This is 
so they can know the genre and what kind of text it is. They can also 
activate prior knowledge related to the text. Scanning is very important," 
says Suzanne. 

First reading 
Students monitor their understanding by reading the text in detail. They 
apply "active reading symbols" which indicate how they interact with the 
text that they’re reading. For example, "?" means they have a question and 
"+" is used if they have learned a new word. Students are also encouraged 
to link contextual clues found in different parts of the text. 

 

Second reading 
Here, students manage their understanding by using reading strategies to 
help them find the answers to the questions they noted during the first 
reading of the text. This is where they try to solve the problems that they 
encountered. 

The results 
Although it’s too early to tell whether these reading strategies have had an effect on the 
student’s examination scores, Suzanne is satisfied to see a definite change in her 
students’ behaviour and attitude in reading. "We see a difference in the way they read 
now. They enjoy drawing lines to show linkages and using the symbols. It’s not just 



'dead' reading anymore." 

Based on surveys, observations and teachers’ reflections, students were monitoring, 
managing and modifying their behaviour more frequently. They were more 
metacognitive as they were able to articulate the thinking habits and reading strategies 
that helped them understand the text.   

A study of the active reading symbols used showed that they were asking more 
questions as well. This is a big step considering that these were the same students who 
only knew how to underline and highlight difficult words.  

In a way, the HoM approach complemented the MOE campaign for teachers to teach less 
and learn more. "No point doing ten worksheets on the same lesson. Let’s deal with the 
problem and do more in-depth teaching," says Suzanne. 

Next steps 
Currently, other teachers at Changkat Primary have been encouraged to try HoM in their 
own classrooms. Suzanne herself has been busy refining her own use of HoM and using 
the results to win others over.  
 
“When you do a HoM lesson, you have to think on your feet,” Suzanne says. “Teachers 
are not always comfortable with this because you have to ask the right questions and 
when the children give you a response, the leading question should be another thinking 
question.” 

Still, there are signs of progress in her "baby steps" approach to infusing HoM in the 
curriculum. One of which is the case of an initially sceptical Chinese Language teacher 
who recently discovered that strategic reading with HoM can suit Chinese text as well, 
"She loves it," beamed Suzanne, "It fits her teaching style very well and now she’s 
leading the Mother Tongue department in using it."  

Although her experience as a teacher-researcher has had its share of challenges, 
Suzanne is thankful for the opportunity to prove the benefits of HoM beyond personal 
observations and classroom anecdotes. "I was told to do research on something I was 
passionate about so that’s why I chose HoM. At first I didn’t want to but then I thought, 
'Yeah, I started this whole thing. It’s time I showed results in a more concrete way.'" 

  

Is it "passion" or simply "in fashion"? 
Putting a theory into practice requires change that goes beyond just 
one lesson. So how do we know whether the decision to use one 
approach is driven by passion or simply because it happens to be "in"? 
Here are some tips from Suzanne: 

1. Do you believe in it? 
Different strokes for different folks. Remember that one theory is not 
meant to complement everyone’s teaching style. "There are teachers 
who are always open to learn but when something else comes along, 
they’re open to it too!" says Suzanne. Although it’s good to be open to 
changes, try to choose an approach that you really believe in.  

2. Can you practise what you preach?  
For Suzanne, using HoM was not only about teaching it to her 
students. "When I heard about HoM, I thought, ‘Hey, I need this too!’ 
so I started to cultivate the habits in my own life." If you have 
difficulty applying the theory to your own learning, it is probably 
unlikely that your students will be able to follow suit. 

3. Do you see it beyond the lesson? 
Suzanne sees class competitions as good opportunities to show 
students how HoM can help them in creating a strategy to win.  
 
"Most people are not interested in these non-academic events. I feel 
that it’s understandable because we’re so busy focusing on the 
academic aspect," she says. "However, these are excellent 
opportunities for students to experience using HoM as a life skill and 
also reflect on how it helped them achieve success." 



 

____________________ 
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Education for Thinking 

By Deanna Kuhn (2005), Harvard University Press, ISBN: 0-674-01906-7, 209 pp. 

Click here to read more. 

Training the Will 

By Fernando Corominas (1999), Edificio Palabras, ISBN:84-8239-367-7, 232 pp. 

Click here to read more. 
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Education for Thinking | Print | 

By Deanna Kuhn (2005), Harvard University Press, ISBN: 0-674-01906-7, 
209 pp. 

A lot has been said about teaching thinking skills. In 
fact, terms like "innovation" and "independent learning" 
have been used so often, it has become almost cliché to 
mention them at all.  

Therefore, I was pleasantly surprised to find that Deanna 
Kuhn’s Education for Thinking, although not entirely 
new, was still quite different. Similar to other books on 
critical thinking, Kuhn calls for less emphasis on content 
and more effort in teaching students to use their minds. 
She sets herself apart by focusing on two specific 
thinking skills: inquiry and argument. 

By focusing on depth rather than scope, Kuhn is allows 
her readers to understand these two types of thinking 
without feeling overloaded with information. It is obvious 
that she is well aware of the difficulties in teaching 
students to use their minds well.  

 
As she states in her book, "Even the most conscientious and informed teachers are left 
with little to go on. A vast, seemingly uncharted terrain remains between executing the 
activity and developing the skills" (p. 41). 

Therefore, Kuhn takes time to define the skills associated with inquiry and argument, to 
describe how it is taught and how it can be further developed. I considered this a nice 
change from being given a whole conceptual framework to master and put into practice. 
Teachers who prefer a more clear-cut discussion on teaching thinking in the classroom 
will appreciate this as well. 

To help readers see how such thinking skills can be both present and absent in real 
situations, Kuhn draws from interviews and classroom observations conducted in two 
very different middle schools in the US—one serving a "disadvantaged community" and 
another that is serving a "highly advantaged" one. 
  
I especially liked how Kuhn shows that while the two schools are undeniably different, 
there is a common lack of awareness as to what the value of school is. For students at 
the "struggling school", it is something to "get over with" in order to secure jobs in the 
future. For students in the "best-practice school", it is a vehicle to qualify for even more 
schooling such as colleges and universities. Beyond these goals, both groups fail to see 
other reasons why they’re learning what they’re learning. 

Kuhn also includes research by other academics as well. Although some of these studies 
may be a bit harder to understand, the book is generally well organised, and she 
deliberately takes time to explain the purpose of each chapter to readers. 

All in all, Kuhn’s book may be considered a bit of "heavy reading" for teachers in search 
of a more step-by-step reference on teaching thinking in the classroom. Still, I 
personally feel that Kuhn nicely straddles academic research and the realities of 

  



 

teaching. Given the many thinking approaches and strategies encountered by teachers 
today, anyone who ever thought, "How do we actually know all of this?" will find Kuhn’s 
book a refreshing change from the usual abstract notions of what teaching thinking 
really is about. One finishes the book feeling reflective about how we ourselves define 
what the purpose of school really is. 

About the reviewer  
Yasmin Ortiga graduated with a master's in Human Development and Psychology. She is 
a Research Associate at the Centre for Research on Pedagogy and Practice. 
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Training the Will | Print | 

By Fernando Corominas (1999), Edificio Palabras, ISBN:84-8239-367-7, 
232 pp. 

In a recent seminar entitled, "Bringing up children with 
personality", I came across the book Training the Will by 
Fernando Corominas.   

It is a self-help guide for teachers and parents about the 
formation of children and youth into women and men of 
character. These are people who have the willpower to want 
to do things, instead of being pressured by their environment, 
or worse, being forced to do so. The author reminds readers 
that the child has to be trained to do what is good for its own 
sake and not because of the promise of reward or fear of 
punishment.  

This includes studying hard, growing up as a responsible 
citizen, and caring for others. Wanting to do good, as the 
author says, requires self-control and responsible use of 

freedom, which are rooted in one’s will.  

Being over-concerned about a child’s performance at school and spending money on 
expensive tutors is not really the way to educate the child. To know certain facts or 
truth (knowledge), the child has to want to know in the first place. According to the 
Corominas, if parents only use the same effort to help children want to study, be 
determined, be responsible and be orderly, then they would develop a set of values and 
strong willpower.  

The book outlines an action plan to help children acquire habits and virtues. For 
Corominas, forming the will is a good start to good education. In this new century, he 
believes that what matters most will not be what you know but what you are. This 
includes the kind of person you are and the values you have such as honesty, diligence 
at work, positive outlook, loyalty, etc.  

This is a convincing argument given that surveys have shown that current employers 
prefer employees with good values and soft skills. Thus, while education is necessary it 
may not be sufficient to ensure a promising job in the next century.  

Another thing worth sharing is the author’s advice on implementing effective education 
by inducing stimuli to have children act the way we want them to act. While this may be 
“as old as mankind”, as the author puts it, it is worth repeating.  

He says that effective education exists when positive synergy is generated in the 
educational process. Positive synergy is produced when additional energy is generated 
from within the system, beyond the normal effort to teach a goal. The author says that 
positive synergy can be obtained through proper stimulation by creating a spirit of trust, 
being tactful and saying things with love and affection. The book is full of examples on 
how to achieve this. 

The book also includes a discussion on intelligence and the will where the author 
compares the two through their activities (e.g., knowledge acquisition is an activity of 
the intellect, while wanting to know is an activity of the will).  

  



 

I would have preferred that the author introduced these two faculties more because it 
would have been helpful in understanding our internal activities such as reflecting and 
wanting as compared to other instincts that all living beings have (e.g., instinct for 
survival). Perhaps, the author wanted to focus more on the practicalities of his central 
topic. 

The book also mentions something about religion which I thought limited the scope of 
the discussion. While I have nothing against religion, I felt the topic had a more 
universal application.  

This small book is especially helpful for new parents, teachers or anyone who works with 
youths. There are lot of interesting and helpful points in the book, from child 
development to educational motivation. It also avoids the technical language that one 
finds in many research articles and journals, and is easy and fun to read.  

I would like to end by quoting the author: “The key to education is a torrent of love.” 
That’s one sentence that is so full of meaning. Although it sounds a bit romantic when 
you first hear it, there is truth in it as students are more motivated to learn and 
cooperate in school if they feel that they are respected and sincerely cared for. 

About the reviewer 
Catherine Ramos is a Research Associate at the Centre for Research on Pedagogy and 
Practice. She is interested in education, health and the economics of development.  
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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?  
 
 

Do we really want our kids to... 

Click here to read more. 
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Do we really want our kids to... | Print | 

 

Artwork by Yasmin Ortiga 

Need to take a second look? 
There's something amiss in our RELAX cartoon! Give your eyes a good rubbing and see 
if you can spot what it is. If not, click here for the answer and a fresh RELAX cartoon. 

  

Did you spot this one? 
Congrats to those who spotted the mistake in our last issue's cartoon! For those who 
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haven't seen it yet, check out the cartoon's last panel. The compound being formed 
is supposed to be H2O so there should be two Hydrogen atoms and one Oxygen 
atom. 
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Hooray for the wonders of doing things just for fun! Let loose with 
SingTeach’s own version of J. K. Rowling’s Hogwarts.
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Artwork by Yasmin Ortiga

Something doesn't make sense 
There's something amiss in this cartoon. This time, it's not just about keen eyes but a 
good sense of observation and Potter-knowledge as well.  
 
For the answer and a fresh RELAX cartoon, click here.

Did you get this one? 
Congrats to those who spotted the mistake in our Issue 7 cartoon! If you 
haven't seen it yet, check out the 3rd panel of the cartoon. The angle inside 
the box is supposed to be 45 degrees and not 90 degrees.
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SingTeach wants you to show and tell!  
Doing anything interesting during the holidays? Send a short description of your vacation 
plans (picture, paragraph etc.) to sgteach@nie.edu.sg . The five most unique entries win a 
special prize from SingTeach!

Did you get this one? 
Our last issue's cartoon came with a pretty tough challenge. Congrats to 
those who spotted the mistake! If you look closely at the last panel, the 
child with the mother is too young to be taking his OWLs. Based on the 
Harry Potter books, students only take their OWLs when they're 16 years 
old.
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