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Each one of us can identify at least one thing that we‟re good at.  But too 
often, supervisors prefer to focus on areas that need improvement instead 
of areas of excellence. More often than not, this discussion takes place 
during the dreaded performance appraisal.  What should be a dialogue 
covering a meaningful review of what was done well and where improve-
ments can be made, often turns out to be a discomforting inquisition, 
where one can feel judged and put on the defensive.  While „review‟ and 
„appraisal‟ are related, they are not synonymous and may represent       
alternative or even complementary avenues to talking to staff about their      
progress. Organisational research also shows that greater gains are made 
by building on strengths, as opposed to trying to improve weaknesses. 
What is more important is for employees to have access to effective   
channels that help them understand how they are doing, how they are be-
ing perceived, and where their work is leading to. When both the supervi-
sor and staff identify a task at which the employee truly excels, they can 
work together to create a development plan that supports the individual‟s 
full learning potential, positioning the employee to make his/her greatest    
contribution to the organisation. 1  

The performance appraisal is a commonly used platform to do a stock-

take of staff‟s achievement in a given reporting period. Ast/P Tan Aik 
Ling from the Natural Sciences and Science Education (NSSE) AG 
who has been with NIE for 6 years approaches it as an open dialogue 
about her performance and development with her supervisor and AG 
Head, A/P Shirley Lim.  Says Aik Ling, “It helps that she is candid, yet 
encouraging. I get the reassurance that I‟m on the right track and I‟m 
also steered in the direction that I need to focus on to improve.” 
 
While experts may debate about the differentiation between a review 
and appraisal, Aik Ling views NIE‟s practice as encompassing both.  
She explained, “To put a value or judgement on someone‟s work, there 
is first a need to review what has been done. Yes, I do feel a certain 
level of stress during the appraisal, but nonetheless it‟s necessary.”  
Some of the key takeaways from her most recent dialogue with her 
supervisor include the need to publish research papers, as well as 
awareness of  the requirements to gain tenure.  She added,  “We       
discussed my development plan – what are my goals for the current 
contract in terms of teaching and research, how I can progress in the 
next few years and what role I can play in NIE.” Aik Ling has also 
taken part in mentorship initiatives in the AG. As part of the on-
boarding process in NSSE, new staff are assigned mentors/buddies for 
professional and administrative matters. Mentorship is not only about 
passing on knowledge but also provides an avenue for feedback.  As 
some of her new colleagues are seconded staff, conversations then 
open up regarding their plans for the next few years and how the AG 
can help them grow personally and professionally. 

A/P Daniel Tan, also from NSSE and serving as the Deputy Head has had 
similar discussions about his progress with A/P Lim. But these extend    
beyond the annual appraisal exercise, as every now and then, she will give 
her inputs on his performance. “I have on occasion surfaced some admin-
istrative challenges, and she has provided me with advice on how to deal 
with these difficult issues. In terms of professional growth, she has advised 
that I engage in more research collaboration with  international counter-
parts to broaden my horizons, as this appears to be one of the best      
avenues to progress in the academic fraternity.” Daniel added that he also 
frequently talks to his former thesis adviser who is based outside NIE, to 
get additional perspectives about his development as an academic and       
researcher. 

The annual appraisal is also seen by Dr Joyce Mok, NSSE‟s Senior      
Lecturer, as the main channel for conversations with her supervisor, A/P 
Lim on her progress. She added, “We discuss strengths and weaknesses, 
and focus on what interventions are possible.”  Joyce added that she has     
expressed her aspiration to build bridges with schools and raise the   
standing of Family and Consumer Sciences as part of her professional  
development. Having taught at NIE for almost 20 years, Joyce often finds 
herself in the role of mentor to new colleagues, guiding them on the ins-
and-outs of the NIE system, both in the formal and informal spheres.  It is 
often an   ongoing dialogue, with Joyce keeping tabs on her mentees‟   
progress as they assimilate into the NIE family. 
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