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

Big Questions 

It's the school holidays once again and for many of us, that time of the year when we 
review our last 10 months in the classroom. Where do we begin to evaluate our teaching 
practice? What are some questions we should be asking ourselves? And how can we 
recharge for the new school year? SingTeach talks to Julianne Moss to find answers to 
some of these questions. 

Click here to read more. 

 
 
 

 
Copyright © 2008 National Institute of Education,  

Nanyang Technological University, Singapore  
Privacy Statement | Terms of Use| Information for Contributors  

  



    

HOME ABOUT US CRPP NIE CONTACT SEARCH

ARCHIVES 
 

Home  Archives  Issue 9  Inspire  Big Questions  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Archives

Issue 1

Issue 2

Issue 3

Issue 4

Issue 5

Issue 6

Issue 7

Issue 8

Issue 9

Inspire

Ideas

Voices

Share

Relax

Issue 10

Issue 11

Issue 12

Issue 13

Issue 14

INSPIRE  

Big Questions | Print | 

It's the school holidays once again and for many of us, that time of the 
year when we review our last 10 months in the classroom. Where do we 
begin to evaluate our teaching practice? What are some questions we 
should be asking ourselves? And how can we recharge for the new 
school year? SingTeach talks to Julianne Moss to find answers to some of 
these questions. 

SingTeach: Tell us more about your work 
with teachers in schools. 
 
Julianne: A lot of that work has been in 
teacher professional learning, but particularly 
around the issues of curriculum and 
pedagogy. I don't see curriculum as just a 
syllabus; curriculum is much more than that. 
Curriculum can be thought about as either a 
noun or as a verb. I'm very interested in the 
doing—the "what do teachers do" in the 
context of their work, inside their schools, 
and also what are the kind of ways that they 
can inquire into their own pedagogy.  

SingTeach: What are some ways teachers can improve their pedagogy and 
practice? 
 
Julianne: When we look at schooling, there are many big and essential questions that 
we have to keep asking. And if we only think about curriculum in the narrow form—
curriculum as the noun, that is the syllabus, rather than the verb—we find it very 
difficult to be able to get at some of the big issues that we face inside education.  

Inside curriculum inquiry, we talk a lot about the practices of the teacher that get them 
asking questions about their own practice. Very often, people might know the word 
initially as reflective practice. But that term is very difficult and slippery for people to 
understand how it works. If we look at the field of curriculum inquiry, there are a 
number of approaches that people now adopt to help teachers work through issues 
about their own practice.  

The common approaches are known as action research, but action research is only one 
of the many forms. The work of narrative inquiry—the work of Jean Clandinin has been 
particularly influential—helping teachers to story their lives; but not just to tell a story, 
but to be able to ask questions about their practice. The self-study movement also is 
another emerging field, where teachers have been invited to bring what they know to 
the table, but in the context of the community of learners or a community of practice.  

SingTeach: This end-of-year break is probably a good time for teachers to start 
asking questions. For teachers who are not familiar with these approaches, 
where do they begin? 
 
Julianne: I think one of the things, as you finish the school year, is that sense of relief 
that you’ve made the year. You've survived the year, and so you're looking for some 
ways of nourishing yourself so that you can be rejuvenated for the coming school year. 

  



We often think about some reading, or something more formal, but I think that there 
are many great movies that people could use as a way to just ask themselves some 
essential, some big questions about their year. Two of my favourite movies are Freedom 
Writers and Born into Brothels.  

Some might prefer to take a text, but to take a story about the life of a teacher, and 
then go back and ask yourself some fundamentals about your school year. Questions 
like: How did my students learn? Or what did they learn? What was my role in it? What 
knowledge did they gain from schooling? Is this the knowledge they need?  

So take something that first of all you'll enjoy, but also will help you to start asking 
questions about what I call your professional self. And inside of that, to do what we call 
some noticing and some seeing about the way the year has played out for you.  

SingTeach: How can teachers develop their professional self? 
 
Julianne: Increasingly, teachers are being asked as part of professional standards, or 
even their employment, to be able to develop a professional portfolio.  

You may well have collected up many things over the year that you've put into your 
"tidying up" pile. But if we start to be able to think about them as research artefacts—
documents, photos, formalised assessment practices, informal assessment practices that 
you may have used—and to really bring them together in a way that is a record of our 
work.  

The idea of a portfolio is not just a scrapbook full of mementos. The portfolio is a 
demonstration of your professional knowledge, to help you ask those big questions for 
the following year. Where am I going to start with that group of students? What worked 
well last year? Did I really see what it is that my students learn?  

So instead of seeing them as things that just keep piling up your desk, you can start 
ordering them into some way of understanding your own professional practice.  

SingTeach: This requires the teacher to take a very different stance, doesn’t it? 
 
Julianne: Yes. And in qualitative research, a lot of people quote Denzin and Lincoln, 
who talk about making the familiar strange. I think that's what we have to do to our own 
practice. And that's really hard. The day-to-day basis is such that there are so many 
demands that are put upon teachers, just because the way that the school day still 
works. So if we can help ourselves become a bit of a traveller, if you like, in our own 
classroom, to try and discover some things.  

But that's hard on your own. One of the important messages in professional learning is 
to build a community; a community of teachers can achieve many things. I think as 
teachers, one thing we can do is that we can connect together—more the better if you 
have strong leadership in your school, where the principal really understands the need 
for creating time for teachers to work together. Because it's really difficult to think about 
your practice, to be able to do the reflection (or what we call the "noticing"), without 
that time.  

Also, I want to encourage people to think about asking the students about how they 
might have seen their teacher, because I think that's also an important way of getting 
insight and feedback. Too often, people still have the conception of the teacher being 
the master and the student being less. But in today's world, we learn in multiple ways 
and in multiple places, and I think we underestimate what it is that our students bring 
into the learning conversation.  

SingTeach: Do you have tips on how teachers can be recharged for the new 
school year? 

Julianne: I think it is important that your vacation is your vacation—do some things for 
yourself! And given all the pressures that are on teachers, I think that sometimes we 
have lost sight of what it really is to be a learner. So if there is one thing that I can 
suggest to do for the holidays to get recharged, it is to be able to go and experience 
something that you may not have experienced before. Think about what it's like to be a 
learner again because that can make you quite humble about the experience of learning 
and give you some good reminders about what somebody is going thorough when they 
are attempting to take that step inside the learning continuum. 

> Read the full interview. 



 

Julianne Moss has been a teacher and teacher educator for over 30 years. She is deeply 
interested in curriculum and pedagogy. Though currently lecturing at the University of 
Melbourne, Julianne says she still identifies very strongly with the field of practice, 
having spent half her career in schools. 
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Discover innovative ideas on teaching through thought-
provoking articles on the latest research findings by NIE 
academics and researchers.  
 

Code-switching in the Classroom: A Taboo Norm 

"Do not speak English during Mandarin lesson!" How many times have we chided our 
students for code-switching during language lessons? Is code-switching avoidable in a 
multilingual environment like Singapore? This study sheds some light on the 
phenomenon. 

Click here to read more. 

A Diagnostic Reading Assessment Battery for Singapore Primary 1 Pupils 

A CRPP research study is helping Primary 1 teachers know more about their students' 
reading abilities. 

Click here to read more. 
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Code-switching in the Classroom: A Taboo Norm | Print | 

"Do not speak English during Mandarin lesson!" How many times have 
we chided our students for code-switching during language lessons? Is 
code-switching avoidable in a multilingual environment like Singapore? 
This study sheds some light on the phenomenon. 

Is code-switching (CS) avoidable in a multilingual environment like Singapore? The 
answer, as many of us know, is "No".  
 
Yet, instances of code-switching have been largely frowned upon as taboo in language 
classrooms. Many language teachers have devoted much energy in "enforcing" rules to 
forbid the use of other language codes in their classrooms and in extreme cases, 
penalties may even be threatened.  
 
Excerpt 1: Sample of classroom conversations1  

What we did 
To shed some light on some of these questions, we studied the speech patterns of 18 
children. This study is one of the few attempts aimed at describing the code-switching 
phenomenon among Singapore children when speaking Mandarin.  
 
The data for this preliminary study was obtained from the Corpus of Singapore 
Preschoolers' Mandarin Chinese2, which consists of language data of 600 preschoolers 
(aged 5-6). The children were chosen based on the language they speak at home—
predominantly English-speaking, predominantly Mandarin-speaking, and both English- 
and Mandarin-speaking.  
 
We examined full transcripts of 30-minute interviews and picture-elicitation activities 
conducted with the children. Each transcript was annotated for frequency of code-
switching, types of code-switching, and linguistic elements being switched.  
 
How often do our children code-switch? 
Of the 4,978 conversational turns produced 
by the children in our sample, 844 turns 
contained instances of code-switching. This 
amounts to a frequency of about 17.0% of 
the total child utterances in our data.  

Speaker Conversational Turn 

Male 
Teacher: 

…… 俊齐，有去过俄罗斯啊？ 
… Junqi, (you) have been to Russia? 

Male 
Student: 

真的。 
It is true. 

Male 
Teacher： 

真的？什么时候去的？ 
Really? When did you go (there)? 

Male 
Student： Small baby. 

Male 
Teacher: 

你还是一个小婴儿的时候。什么是small baby？我刚才说什么？上华文课的时候，

不要跟我讲英语。…… 
When you were still a baby. What is "small baby"? What did I say just 
now? Do not speak in English during Chinese lesson. … 

  



 
Children who came from predominantly Mandarin-speaking homes showed the lowest 
frequency of code-switching (5.8%), whereas children from both English- and Mandarin-
speaking homes showed a higher frequency of code-switching (16.1%).  
 
Children from predominantly English-speaking homes had the highest code-switching 
frequency (27.0%).  
 
In general, all the children in our sample switched to English codes when speaking 
Mandarin, to varying degrees (ranging between a frequency of 2.1% and 41.5%). 
 
What types of code-switches do our children engage in? 
Code-switches can largely be divided into two types: intra-utterance and inter-utterance 
(Genesee et al., 2004; Poplack, 2000). In our study, intra-utterance CS refers to code-
switches within an utterance in a conversational turn, whereas inter-utterance CS refers 
to code-switches beyond an utterance in a conversational turn or code-switches across 
two conversational turns (see Excerpts 2 and 3). 
 
Excerpt 2: Intra-utterance CS (about cartoon VCDs and DVDs) 

 

Excerpt 3: Intra-utterance CS (about picture description of seaside) 

In our data, we noticed that most code-switches among children were intra-utterance 
CS (81.1% of total CS instances), while inter-utterance CS (18.9%) occurred much less 
frequently. When we compared the children across different language-speaking homes, 
the proportion of intra- and inter-utterance CS did not vary much. These results show 
that intra-utterance CS is more prominent in the spoken Mandarin of the children in our 
study. 
 
To understand if there was any difference in the intra-utterance code-switches between 
children in our data, we further divided intra-utterance into alternation, insertion and 
congruent lexicalisation (Muysken, 1997).  
 
In our study, alternation refers to code-switching to English phrases to complete a 
Mandarin utterance (see Excerpt 4); insertion refers to switching to an English word 
within a Mandarin utterance (see Excerpt 5); and congruent lexicalisation refers to the 
to-and-fro switching between English and Mandarin codes within an utterance (see 
Excerpt 6). 
 
Excerpt 4: Alternation (about pasar malam, the local night market) 
 

Turn ID  Speaker  Utterance  

Trn0736 
Spk2 

Children: 
CD是没有picture的。 
CD has no picture. 

Trn0737 
Spk1 

Interviewer: 
哦。 
Oh. 

Trn0738 
Spk2 

Children: 
然后有DVD，有picture的。(..) 你知道吗？DVD。 
Then (there) is DVD, (DVD) has picture. (..) You know? 
DVD. 

Turn ID  Speaker  Utterance  

Trn0551 
Spk2 

 Children: 
…… 这个人和这个人好像要去(.)去(.)去游泳。 
… (seems) this person and this person want to go (.) go (.) 
go swimming. 

Trn0552 
Spk1 

 Interviewer: 
啊。 
Yah. 

Trn0553 
Spk2 

 Children: 
然后呢，这个在(.)玩那个( ) ，嗯(.)一( )，哦，row the boat。
Then, this (person) is (.) playing that ( ), erm (.) one ( ), oh, 
row the boat.  

Turn ID Speaker Utterance  

Trn0306 
Spk1 

Interviewer: 
现在还有吗？ 
Is it (pasar malam near your place) still there now? 

哦 : ，每一年都有，他们会开关开关的，他们会destroy，build 



 
 
Excerpt 5: Insertion (about Magazord and Power Rangers) 
 

 
 

Excerpt 6: Congruent Lexicalisation (about a game on handphone) 

Upon further analysis of the intra-utterance CS, we found that they were mostly 
insertions (93.2% of total CS instances). The other two types of intra-utterance CS were 
relatively rare (5.6% alternation; 1.3% congruent lexicalisation).  
 
When we took home language into consideration, we found that children from Mandarin-
speaking homes used only insertion, while children from English-speaking and both 
English- and Mandarin-speaking homes used some alternation and congruent 
lexicalisation. Hence, though all children in our study engaged in intra-utterance CS, 
there were differences among the sub-types of code-switching they employed. 
 
Which linguistic elements are usually code-switched? 
As to which linguistic elements (in terms of word class) were commonly code-switched, 
we found that most times, the children code-switched nouns (74.4% of CS utterances). 
Other commonly switched linguistic elements were conjunctions (12.6%) and verbs 
(8.6%). Elements that were rarely code-switched were adjectives (3.8%) and 
prepositions (0.6%).  
 
When comparing children from different language-speaking homes, we found that 
children from all three home language types switched nouns and verbs to a certain 
extent; the main difference was seen in the switching of adjectives and conjunctions. 
Children from predominantly Mandarin-speaking homes switched more for adjectives, 
whereas children from predominantly English-speaking and both English- and Mandarin-
speaking homes switched more for conjunctions. 
 
Implications of these results 
Based on the above findings, there are some implications that are noteworthy for 
language teachers: 
 

1. Our findings on code-switching frequency show that code-switching occurs 
among children from all three home-language backgrounds. Thus, code-
switching is more or less a "norm" among our children's speech since they are 
brought up in a multilingual environment. And as seen in our results, code-
switching is not as frequent, which indicates that children do have some 
awareness of which language code to use when they are required to 
communicate in a particular language code.  
 
Therefore, language teachers need not be over-discriminating with regard to the 
use of alternate language codes. Instead, they can make use of such 
opportunities to guide and provide support to students on the suitable code-
equivalents in the target language. 

2. Our results on types of code-switching show that the children in our study 
mainly engaged in intra-utterance CS. Some researchers have claimed that this 

Trn0307 
Spk2 

Children: 

again，destroy，build again的，每一年都有。 
Oh :, (they) have (it) every year, they will open-close open-
close, they will destroy, build again, destroy, build again, 
(they) have (it) every year 

Turn ID Speaker  Utterance  

Trn0230 
Spk1  

Interviewer: 
它会怎么样？ 
What can it (the Magazord) do? 

Trn0231 Spk2 Children: 
## 那个robot会打，然后那=那个Power Ranger赢啦。 
## That robot will fight, then that=that Power Ranger 
(will) win. 

Turn ID Speaker Utterance  

Trn0233 
Spk1  

Interviewer: 
这么多level啊？怎样赢？ 
So many levels? How (do you) win? 

Trn0234 
Spk2 

Children: 
If你one可以做到eleven就是congratulations。 
If you can from (level) one attain to (level) eleven, then it 
will be congratulations. 



type of code-switching requires higher language competence as the speaker 
needs to understand the grammatical rules that permit a particular intra-
utterance code-switch.  
 
Though we cannot substantiate this claim due to the limited data in this 
preliminary study, our results indicate that these children have grasped some 
basic rules of code-switching when speaking Mandarin. However, language 
teachers have to take note of students who persistently display alternation and 
congruent lexicalisation, as such students may need more support in the target 
language. 

3. Our results on linguistic elements show that there is a general lack of content 
words (especially nouns) in the Mandarin lexicon of all children, and there is 
also an obvious lack in the use of conjoining words (conjunctions) among 
children from predominantly English-speaking and both English- and Mandarin-
speaking homes.  
 
Language teachers probably need to give these two groups of children more 
support in view of their higher CS frequency. They should also look into ways of 
expanding the children’s repertoire of nouns and verbs in Mandarin, with an 
emphasis on conjunctions for children from English-speaking homes and both 
English- and Mandarin-speaking homes. 

4. Lastly, in the field of bilingual/multilingual studies, many researchers have 
highlighted code-switching as a communication strategy for bilinguals (Blom & 
Gumperz, 1972; Genesee et al., 2004). This strategy is used to complete 
communication and overcome a lack of linguistic elements. In our study, it is 
noteworthy that these children could take advantage of their other language 
resource (English) and fill in those linguistic gaps to complete the 
communication task. Teachers should hence be more understanding of code-
switching among such students, and make positive and effective use of such 
instances to provide them with support.  

> Click here to read about CRPP's study of Chinese Singaporean Children's Oral 
Competence in Mandarin 
  

Notes 
1. The following conventions are used in the classroom transcripts:    

2. This corpus comprises samples of authentic Mandarin Chinese utterances of 1,000 
boys and girls, aged 5 and 6, from 36 childcare centres and kindergartens in Singapore. 
There are about 300 hrs of audio recordings of elicited talk, and 12 hrs of video 
recordings of classroom activities. The oral production of 600 participants has been 
orthographically transcribed and part-of-speech (POS) tagged. For more details, see 
http://score.crpp.nie.edu.sg/  
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Voices Description  

()  Ungotten talk 

## Background noise 

(.) Gap 

(..) Extended gap 

: Prolongation 

= Latching 
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 An Investigation of Chinese Singaporean Children's 
Oral Competence in Mandarin 
  

To construct at aural oral corpus and to generate a word 

list 

 

Recently, the Chinese Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 

Committee (2004) has strongly recommended that the 

differences among Chinese Singaporean children from different 

linguistic backgrounds should be recognised, identified and dealt 

with in the incoming reform of the Mandarin curriculum and 

pedagogy. 

 

This research project aims to: 

1. establish an aural oral Mandarin corpus of preschoolers, 

which will include oral vocabulary repertoires and 

grammatical complexities; 

2. determine the continuum of children's oral linguistic 

competence in terms of the number of oral vocabulary and 

complexity of grammar they have acquired; and 

3. distinguish differences generalised in terms of oral 

Mandarin competence between the two groups of children. 

 

In addition, the study will examine the Mandarin linguistic 

differences if these children in terms of age and gender, and 

explore their use of Mandarin, especially code-switching between 

Mandarin and English, in their Mandarin development. 
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A Diagnostic Reading Assessment Battery for 
Singapore Primary 1 Pupils 

| Print | 

A CRPP research study is helping Primary 1 teachers know more about 
their students' reading abilities. 

Students' success in reading is essential not 
only for school but also for their daily 
functioning and lifelong learning in today's 
increasingly complex society.  
 
The ability to read is a prerequisite for the 
mastery of knowledge and skills in various 
academic disciplines such as English, Science 
and Mathematics. Our daily routines also 
involve reading to a great extent - may it be 
deciding which bus to take, reading the 
restaurant menu or filling out forms. 
 

 
Currently, little is known about the reading ability of students in Primary 1, let alone the 
identification of children who are having reading difficulties. As in many other countries, 
Singaporean children entering their first year of primary school come from a variety of 
sociolinguistic and socioeconomic backgrounds and have a diverse range of academic 
experiences. Therefore, it is risky to assume that all children know how to read 
automatically and fluently once they start formal schooling. 

Some children commence first grade without the ability to read or write whereas other 
children have relatively well-developed reading and writing skills. At the same time, 
children from families with lower socioeconomic status could be more prone to reading 
difficulties and lower overall academic achievement as compared to children from 
families with higher socioeconomic status (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). 

Given these challenges, CRPP's comprehensive assessment battery is designed in a 
cascading developmental approach and can be used to assess reading skills in English of 
both mainstream and at-risk students. It includes the following assessments:  

• Screening Test (beginning of the year) for all students 

• Diagnostic Test I (beginning of the year) and Diagnostic Test II (end of 
the year) for struggling readers 

• Progress Monitoring Test I (middle of the year) and Progress Monitoring 
Test II (end of the year) for mainstream students.  

Each test assesses five essential reading skills in primary grades as identified in a report 
by the National Reading Panel (2000). These skills include the alphabetic principle, 
phonemic awareness, oral reading fluency, vocabulary and comprehension. Determining 
the students' capacity to make use of these skills informs teachers about their strengths 
and weaknesses and thus provides diagnostic information for appropriate instruction. 
This is akin to a formative use of assessment data (Carpenter & Paris, 2005). 

For mainstream students, reading tasks are organised into three test booklets: the 
Screening Test, Progress Monitoring I and Progress Monitoring II. The Screening Test 

  



involves letter names, letter sounds, rhyming, initial sounds, final sounds, word 
knowledge and reading comprehension. In the two Progress Monitoring Tests, the tasks 
included rhyming, initial sounds, medial sounds, final sounds, word knowledge and 
reading comprehension. 

In addition, two in-depth diagnostic tests are administered to at-risk students who have 
been identified by the Screening Test as those with reading problems. The reading tasks 
are organised into two test booklets: Diagnostic Reading Test I and Diagnostic Reading 
Test II. The tasks consist of letter names, letter sounds, rhyming, initial and final 
sounds, word knowledge, reading comprehension, graded word lists and oral reading. 
 

 

Currently, the research team continues to work with a number of primary schools in 
Singapore. At the end of the project, they hope to publish the diagnostic instrument 
along with a technical manual and market the tests in the South Asia and Southeast 
Asia regions. 

Literacy demands in the information age extend beyond the basic ability to read and 
write. Young people are now expected to process information and communicate 
effectively as well. This project helps them do so by ensuring that early intervention and 
resources are given to those in need. 

Luke, O'Brian, and Comber (2001) describe today's young readers as surfers on an 
ocean of signs where "postmodern childhood involves the navigation of an endless sea 
of texts". So whether or not children can automatically recognise the actual words of 
these texts, they will be affected by the social and commercial pressures it exerts.  
 
When children exhibit reading problems at an early age, they are at risk of falling behind 
in terms of both reading and academic achievement. According to Juel (1988), 88% of 
children who were poor readers in first grade remain poor readers in fourth grade and 
these problems may persist until they reach secondary school. Extensive research 
indicates the degree to which underachievement in reading can impede and hinder the 
full range of academic development (Stanovich, 1980, 1986). This includes the child's 
progress in writing, information processing, and communication skills.  
 
As a result, teachers in Singapore are now encouraged to develop finer diagnostic 
capacities in identifying and tracking students who may require specialised support, an 
individually tailored intervention or curricular adjustment.  
 
In 2005, the Centre for Research on Pedagogy and Practice (CRPP) began a project to 
develop a battery of diagnostic reading assessments for Primary 1 pupils in Singapore. 
These tests were aimed to assist teachers in: assessing their students' reading and 
writing skills, determining their specific strengths and weaknesses, identifying those 
having reading difficulties, and designing instructional plans appropriate for the 
students' reading and writing levels. 

> Read more about this project here. 
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 Development of the Singaporean Diagnostic Reading 
and Writing Tests 
 

This study will develop a diagnostic reading and writing 

instrument for use with the 7-year-old children 

commencing Primary 1 in Singapore schools. The Singaporean 

Diagnostic Reading and Writing Tests will be normed first in 

Singapore, and later in other Asian countries if they are 

interested in purchasing the tests. 

 

The tests will assist Primary 1 teachers in assessing the current 

levels of their students' reading and writing skills, to determine 

their students' specific strengths and weaknesses in each 

aspect of reading and writing skills, to identify students at risk for 

reading difficulties, and to design instructional plans appropriate 

for their students' reading and writing levels. 

 

The assessment date will provide teachers with valuable 

diagnostic information, and will also give a broader overview of 

the extent and nature of early literacy achievement patterns in 

Singapore Primary 1 classrooms. In addition, it will provide 

parents with important information on their child's early 

preparedness for academic work. 

 

CRPP hopes to publish the diagnostic instrument together with a 

technical manual, in order to market the tests in the South Asia 

and Southeast Asia regions. 
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When Size Doesn't Matter 

Teachers from CHIJ St. Joseph's Convent show us how you can have 
cooperative learning in the classroom with both big and small groups. 

Research has shown that cooperative learning is a beneficial way to help students retain 
and apply the things they learn by getting them to work together in tackling challenging 
problems in the classroom (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). One way to encourage 
cooperative learning is through the jigsaw method. 

Here, students are divided into small groups, where 
each person is assigned a specific role in completing 
a task. For example, if the assignment is about the 
human body, the first group member can take charge 
of understanding the nervous system, a second 
member can handle the cardiovascular system while 
the third can take care of the skeletal system. As a 
result, the only way other members of the group can 
learn about the topic is by listening and learning from 
each other.   

In this action research, we decided to test two different jigsaw methods: the 
conventional small group jigsaw method (described above) and our modified "whole 
class jigsaw" method. By comparing pen-and-paper test results from two classes using 
two different jigsaw methods, we hoped to ascertain which method is a better 
cooperative learning tool. 

How did we do it? 
Two Secondary 3 Pure Chemistry classes were chosen to take part in this research. Both 
classes are academically strong in Chemistry and are open and receptive to new 
methods of teaching and learning. In each class, teachers divided students into groups 
of five. 

In the first class, each group was asked to take charge of one sub-topic in the chapter 
on the Rate of Reaction. They were then given one lesson to discuss their subtopic and 
prepare the materials needed to teach it to the whole class. Some groups prepared 
PowerPoint presentations while others used the visualiser or whiteboard. Students also 
planned worksheets to reinforce learning. Each group was then given the opportunity to 
teach the class about their "area of expertise" until all the sub-topics in the chapter had 
been covered.  

In the second class, each student in the group was given a number from one to five. 
Student 1 was assigned sub-topic one, student 2 was assigned sub-topic two and so on. 
So in a way, each student in the group was to be an "expert" in one sub-topic on Rate of 
Reaction.  

Like the first group, the students were given a double period lesson to learn their topics 
on their own and prepare their teaching materials. The following lesson, each group 
member was given 20 minutes to teach the rest of the group their assigned sub-topic 
using worksheets and other teaching aids such as notes or mind-maps.  

To determine whether there was a significant difference in the performance of students 
from the two classes, we made use of the following tests: 

• Pretest (mid-year Pure Chemistry examination)  
This included topics such as separation techniques, atoms and bonds, chemical 

  



 

calculations and the periodic table. Out of 100 marks, 40 were for multiple choice 
questions, another 40 were for structured questions and 20 were allotted for essay 
questions.  

• Post-test  
For the post-test, teachers used a section of the class test on the topic of Rate of 
Reaction. This section had ten "structured-question" style items with a total score of 17 
marks. The tests were marked by two teachers to increase reliability and minimise 
tester bias. 

What we found out 
For the pretest, the first class got an average of 64 points and the second class got an 
average of 60.7. For the post-test, the first class got an average of 68.7 and the second 
class got an average of 64.8. The first class increased their scores from the pretest by 
4.7% while the second class increased their scores by 4.1%. 

Based on these results, we conclude that there is no significant difference between the 
test scores of students who used the conventional small group jigsaw method and those 
that used the modified whole class jigsaw method.  

These results tell us that we can use this alternative method of jigsaw to conduct our 
lessons with the assurance that student learning will not be compromised. It also proves 
that teachers can modify and come up with new cooperative learning strategies and 
activities as they may yield the same benefits as well-documented methods.  

The results also encourage teachers to use and invent new and interesting teaching 
tools which cater specifically to their individual classrooms and subjects. This way, 
teaching and learning is enhanced for both teachers and students without compromising 
the academic results of the students.  

Recommendations 
There are two possible limitations of this research. First, there was a lack of validity 
testing on the test and exam items due to time constraints. Second, there may not have 
been enough time for the weaker students to comprehend each subtopic in the given 20 
minutes.  

In the future, more action research could be done on pair work or peer-teaching 
between two students to test whether they learn better in smaller or larger groups. 
Research could also be done on homogenous and heterogeneous ability groups to 
determine which type of grouping will help students perform better.  

> Want to learn more about this action research? Download the full paper here. 

About the authors 
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Convent. 
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Abstract  
 

According to Johnson & Johnson (1989), cooperative learning refers to a lesson where the students work together to maximize 
their own and each other's learning. In this action research, we use peer teaching as a representation of cooperative learning tool. 
Here we try to test whether peer teaching works better in small groups or as a class. Two Secondary 3 Pure Chemistry classes of 
comparable abilities were chosen. In each class, students were divided into groups of 4-5 students. In one class, each group 
takes charge of one sub-topic in the chapter of Rate of Reaction. They then teach the whole class in there area of expertise. In 
the second class, each student in a group is an expert in one sub-topic in the chapter of Rate of Reaction. The students then 
teach each other within the group. A class test was administered to all students and their results were analyzed for any significant 
differences.
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Something Good from Something New | Print | 

Chinese teachers from Compassvale Secondary School step out of their 
comfort zone in order to improve their students' formal letter writing and 
oral skills. 

Good teachers urge students to go beyond the limits 
of what they think they can accomplish. But there're 
some who go even further by challenging themselves 
to step out of their comfort zone, just so that their 
students ultimately benefit. 

Together with other teachers from the Chinese 
Language (CL) department at Compassvale 
Secondary, Ms Lim Puay Ee, 33, and Ms Leow Deng 
Li, 26, ventured into the heretofore unfamiliar world 
of action research (AR).  

They wanted to find out if the changes they were making to the curriculum were indeed 
benefiting their students, and to what extent.  

"Remarkable" results 
The CL department zoomed in on two aspects of the Chinese curriculum: formal letter 
writing and oral skills. 

For the former, the CL teachers gathered to discuss the situation in 2005 and found that 
Secondary 3 students are still not proficient in formal letter writing. Also, teachers have 
been using different teaching methods in Secondary 2 classes. They decided that the 
way to go is to start students early on formal letters, and to guide them step-by-step 
using a uniform and structured method.  

Three Secondary 1 classes of differing CL proficiency were chosen for this project and 
results from pre- and post-tests were, as Ms Lim cheerfully put it, "remarkable".  

Next up on their list was the oral communication skills of Secondary 4 students. With 
the increased emphasis on the conversational component in the oral exam, teachers 
wanted to better prepare their graduating students who were "going for the battle" of O 
Levels in 2006.  

Students were each given a question about a current issue or "hot" topic and after 
researching, they gave a presentation to the whole class. During those sessions, 
teachers and students alike would give the presenters feedback, and also throw in a few 
impromptu questions. "This kind of skill is a lifelong thing," says Ms Lim, as students 
learned how to improve their conversational skills as well as to mentally organise and 
structure the content they were presenting.  

The additional training that the students received was reflected in their oral exam 
results: 70 of them scored distinctions, compared to 42 in the previous year.  

Such encouraging findings validate the effort and time teachers spent on AR. Says Ms 
Leow: "After you've gathered all the data, what is the result? Is our effort going down 
the drain, or is improvement really in sight? That is the really exciting part." 

  



 

Taking the plunge 
But taking the initial plunge into AR wasn't the easiest thing for these language teachers 
who were not trained in research.  

"I must say that data collection was one of the difficult parts," Ms Leow recalled. "When 
it comes to analysis, what we want to get (out) from the data is the part where we 
really have to think hard, and whether what we're doing is correct. All of us were very 
worried." 

As CL teachers, their lingua franca is naturally, Chinese. "Whatever we're thinking or 
teaching is in Chinese, and to translate them into English is something quite daunting," 
admitted Ms Lim. Still, they gamely took up the challenge of writing their research 
reports in English, as did all the other subjects departments who were also involved in 
AR.  In fact, the school published a book of their research reports based on AR projects 
done in 2005 (Chew, 2006).  

With some help from their NIE consultant, the process was much smoother than 
expected. Teachers had help in not only the writing and editing of the report, but also in 
fine-tuning their data-collection.  

A learning process 
Despite the challenges presented by AR, the teachers appreciate what it has to offer. 
Amidst the humdrum of daily teaching duties, AR creates a space for everyone in the CL 
department to put their heads together and collectively reflect on their work.  

"Sometimes we do not have the time to sit back and think about the method we use—is 
it beneficial, can the students take it, or is there any result being shown," explained Ms 
Leow. "It is sort of like a department review on our practices and to see if there is any 
area which we can improve further." 

Not only that, AR is also a "learning process" that influences every teacher's personal 
approach to teaching and learning. For both teachers, it encouraged them to try out new 
and creative ideas in the classrooms while thinking more deeply about whether and how 
their students gain from these changes. "AR is not (just) about creating something 
new—it may not be—it may be improving something that's already there; we just want 
to do it better," says Ms Leow. 

Now that they've tried AR for themselves, what advice would they give to other teachers 
who are thinking of giving it a try too?  

Support and understanding from the school management is a key factor, advises Ms 
Leow. But more importantly, "you really need a lot of commitment and teamwork" and 
"support for one another" in the department.  

For Ms Lim, the teachers' starting point should always be the students. "Think from the 
point of how to help the students and come up with something that would ultimately 
benefit the students. And I'll say that when you give to the students, probably you gain 
something as a teacher."  

Article written by Teng Poh Hoon. She was a Research Assistant with CRPP.  
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Integrating Kolb into the Geography Curriculum | Print | 

Nanyang Junior College's William Yeo reminds Geography teachers of 
some things they tend to forget. 

One of my major complaints about the 
teaching of Geography in Singapore is that 
we focus too much on theory and neglect the 
practical aspects and uses of the subject. 
This is based on my own experience as a 
junior college teacher, a former Geography 
student, and one who has done research on 
the use of geographic field teaching.  

I have also spoken to several teachers on 
their views of how the subject is taught and 
found that many wished that they could 
focus more on the practical aspects of 
Geography. And yet the question remains: 
Why should anyone complain about 
concentrating on the theoretical aspects of 
Geography? After all, examinations do not 
seem to focus on anything more than that.  
 

The O-levels only require students to respond to questions of theoretical nature and 
even the A-levels only test field techniques in a minor way. The argument is simple: If 
theory is all the examination is asking for, then that is all we should give.  

As cliché as this may sound, Geography is supposed to be alive and all around us. When 
was that last time we told our students to put aside their textbooks and truly look at our 
world through geographers' eyes? Geography is a wide discipline that even we educators 
cannot totally grasp. Therefore, it cannot be limited to just the syllabus and its 
examination format. As much as we are responsible for our students' results, we also 
need to promote our discipline and ensure that it is not reduced to a subject that simply 
requires students to "memorise and regurgitate".  

How can we reconcile these two responsibilities? Perhaps the answer lies in one of the 
hottest buzz phrases in our education scene today: experiential learning, a concept that 
seems easy to understand but is difficult to define and carry out. 

Kolb's experiential learning cycle 
Among contemporary models of experiential learning, David Kolb's work is perhaps the 
most widely cited and researched. Basing his model on the theories of Dewey and 
Lewin, Kolb published his influential book Experiential Learning: Experience as the 
Source of Learning and Development in 1984. Since then, his ideas have had a dramatic 
impact on the design and development of many other learning models.  

According to Kolb, the process of experiential learning continuously modifies the 
concepts through which we understand. He breaks down the process of learning into 
four stages of a cycle (see Figure 1): 

  



 

Kolb defines experiential learning to be the process whereby knowledge is created 
through the transformation of experience (1984, p. 38). As we encounter the world, we 
gain concrete experiences. But experience may be forgotten, so we need to reflect on 
our observations to tap its teaching potential. These reflections will yield ideas which we 
can use to generate frameworks and make sense of the world around us.  

But such frameworks are useless if they are not put to the test, so it is only through 
further experimentation that we can realise the true value of our frameworks and 
therefore, learn. As we continue to experience more, our existing knowledge may be 
further challenged. In other words, Kolb's cycle explains how experience is transformed 
into knowledge as a continuous process.  

This theory is appealing for a number of reasons. First, these kinds of models help us 
make a clear distinction between theory and practice. Second, it is a theory "whose 
central features are relatively easy to grasp and…can be readily applied to an individual 
session by one teacher or to a degree program taught by many" (Healey & Jenkins, 
2000, p. 193). Third, the model allows flexibility, where students can enter the cycle at 
any of the stages as long as the teacher systematically takes the student through each 
stage of the cycle and ensures that effective links are made between each stage. 

Experiential learning and geographic education 
Healey and Jenkins (2000) strongly believe that Kolb's theory serves as a useful 
framework in teaching Geography because it presents a way of structuring and 
sequencing the curriculum and specifically indicates how a session or entire course may 
be taught to improve student learning.  

One way we can promote experiential learning is through a geographical field session. 
After teaching a new concept (the stage of abstract conceptualisation), take students 
out of the classroom and allow them to test its applicability for themselves (the stage of 
active experimentation). This forms a concrete experience which students are 
encouraged to carry with them into the stage of reflective observation for a fuller 
understanding of this new concept. 

However, field sessions are not the only ways through which students gain experiences 
for learning. Since Geography is all around us, personal experiences still count in the 
cycle as well!  

For example, we can ask A-Level students about the American fast-food restaurants 
they frequent or their Finnish and Korean handphones when discussing globalisation. Or 
have O-Level students explain why it is risky to have open-air barbeques in the months 
of November and December when teaching the topic on monsoons.  

While many teachers could already be doing these things, we should not just stop there. 



 

The model wants us to go beyond merely recalling our experiences. Our students must 
reflect, conceptualise and test out their newly gained understanding! 

Similarly, the model is critical of activities where students are not adequately prepared 
for the experience or are not given the opportunity to reflect and relate it to other 
aspects of the course. In my own research on students' perspectives of field sessions, I 
found that more learning occurs when teachers conduct a proper briefing before and 
after the field session. This prepares them for what is to come and helps them 
consolidate what they learned in the field. 

Conclusion 
The aim of this article is not to criticise how Geography is taught in Singapore but 
remind fellow educators not to get carried away with delivering geographical content. In 
the end, our students could be left without any appreciation or understanding of 
Geography. Kolb's model of experiential learning is useful in helping us avoid this trap. 

In my introduction, I mentioned that the teachers I interviewed wished they had more 
opportunities to go beyond the mere delivery of content. Now that I have become a 
teacher as well, I am beginning to understand the various challenges involved. Yet, we 
should try our best not to allow these challenges to become convenient excuses. It 
would be a disservice to our discipline if we do not engage our students to think about 
Geography and truly value it. 

About the author 
William Yeo teaches Geography at Nanyang Junior College. 
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Get teaching tips and advice as we share our reviews of 
books, websites and teaching aids, written especially for 
the Singapore context.  
 

TeacherNet 

http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/teachingandlearning/ 

Click here to read more. 
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TeacherNet 

http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/teachingandlearning/ 

Battling rebellious students who never give you a 
break? Faced with difficult issues like bullying and 
truancy and not sure what to do? Or maybe 
you're just sick and tired of the humdrum of 
school life, and struggling to find fulfilment in 
what you do? TeacherNet provides some 
answers. 

TeacherNet is a comprehensive UK-based 
teaching resource website. It carries information 
on various aspects of teaching and learning as 
well as links to thousands of other resources.  

Under the teaching and learning section, you can 
find the usual stable of educational strategies and 
teaching materials, including lesson plans that 
are subject- and age-specific.  

 
But while most other websites provide primarily 

teaching resources, TeacherNet acknowledges that there is a lot more to teaching than 
just classroom materials, and seeks to address the various roles that a teacher has to 
play. 

Here, you will find many resources for learning in out-of-classroom settings. In 
particular, the section on handling difficult social and pastoral issues in schools may be 
of interest to teachers: 

Need ideas for creating social awareness?  
TeacherNet shows how this can be done creatively by helping children 
become familiarise with local charities and their cause. 

Tackling issues pertaining to students' personal and social lives?  
There is advice on issues like bullying, truancy, and managing children with 
medical conditions in schools, with case studies and substantive research. 

Dealing with obesity and eating disorders among students?  
TeacherNet provides recommendations for healthy living in the school 
environment. 

Having trouble with rebellious students who absolutely refuse to 
comply to school rules?  
Desperately need help to improve behaviour in schools? TeacherNet helps 
you identify the right conditions for learning good behaviour in schools.  

A distinguishing feature about this website is its focus on the teacher. Recognising the 
need for teachers to see sustainable development in their career, TeacherNet has 
resources for professional development to help teachers find renewed passion in their 
work.  

This is a great site for teachers looking to improve on their teaching methods, and also 

  



 

for those seeking to be recharged in their career. New content is being added all the 
time, including the latest research on education. So do frequent the site for updated 
information. 

About the reviewer 
Vanessa Tang is a part-time research assistant with the Centre for Research in 
Pedagogy and Practice. 
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Sit back and relax with our silly cartoons on anything and 
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Vacation Plans 

 

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! 
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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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