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Welcome to the 2022/2023 bumper crop edition of Enl*ght: Volume 8!

In May 2022, we publicised an open call for teachers to submit articles about 
their teaching practices. We aimed to recognise teachers’ work over these 
past two challenging years, whilst drawing salient connections between 
existing praxis in Literature education and the emerging field of the learning 
sciences. Given the wide range of rich and meaningful contributions we 
received, we decided to divide the volume into two issues. The first, as 
presented here, is based on the theme of Literature and the Science of 
Learning. Our second issue, to be launched in the first term of 2023, will be 
themed Literature and the Heart of Learning. 

Both issues will showcase the diverse slate of innovative practices and 
strategies that seek to promote student engagement across multiple school 
profiles and levels.

In this issue focused on the Science of Learning, we are honoured to 
open with an introductory message from Rajarajan Udhayanithi and Dr 
Azilawati Jamaludin of the Science of Learning Education Centre (SoLEC) 
in NIE, signalling new interdisciplinary possibilities for bridging the fields of 
neuroscience and literature. Next, James Koh presents a primer for taking 
an evidence-based approach to teaching Literature, which helps to provide 
concrete applications of the science of learning to our schemes of work.

Two articles extend James’ recommendations on cultivating rich knowledge 
schemas for students and using spaced learning approaches. The Literature 
Knowledge Organisers Network Learning Community (NLC) suggests 
concrete strategies on how to use knowledge organisers in our Literature 
classrooms. Yip Guanhui also shares about how retrieval practice in the 
Literature classroom can be applied to significant effect in aiding students’ 
learning. 

In other articles, we explore three different approaches for scaffolding the 
teaching of Literature for students. Based on a co-presentation at the 2022 
A-Level Literature Symposium, Jeremy Tay’s article elaborates on how we can 
apply concept-based learning through the application of transfer tasks across 
literary genres. Nicole Kang and Afiqah Zamri present their rationale for their 
bespoke annotated and ‘translated text’ of Julius Caesar, which helps students 
reduce their cognitive load in class, making Shakespeare more accessible in 
the process. Yin Mei Lenden further delves into ways in which students can 
be supported to write Literature essays more effectively using the SOLO 
Taxonomy. 
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This issue also features three ways of reviewing/re-viewing our cognitive 
engagements with the study of Literature. Ow Yeong Wai Kit makes the case 
for learning poetry by heart, and how the science of learning can inform the 
rationale and strategies for poetry memorisation. Based on a co-presentation 
at the 2022 Redesigning Pedagogy International Conference (RPIC) at NIE, the 
History and Literature Interdisciplinary NLC explores teacher collaboration 
and student responses on a unit integrating history and the literary arts. The 
final article is a short interview with Dr Astrid Schmied from NIE SoLEC on 
neuromyths that literature teachers should be aware of in their teaching. 

Finally, we close the issue with a sharing of research snapshots from faculty 
and graduate students of the NIE English Language and Literature Academic 
Group, with updates on their current research interests and direction. 

We hope that through this issue, we can raise awareness within the Literature 
education community about the affordances for making connections between 
the Science of Learning and our pedagogical craft of teaching Literature. If 
you wish to start or continue conversations from this issue, please feel free to 
email us at nie22.oywk@e.ntu.edu.sg (Wai Kit) and/or nie21.nd@e.ntu.edu.sg 
(Dominic).

Lastly, to Enl*ght’s contributors and interviewees, thank you for sharing your 
practices and perspectives. In particular, we wish to thank Assoc. Prof. Loh 
Chin Ee for her guidance and faith in our editorial work, and Wan Zhong Hao 
for his attention to detail in designing this volume. To our readers, we wish you 
a restful end-of-year break as we recharge and gear up for the coming year 
ahead. 

See you in the next issue!
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N E U R O S C I E N C E 
A N D  L I T E R A T U R E
B R I D G I N G  I N T E R D I S C I P L I N A R Y  D I V I D E S 

by Ms Rajarajan Udhayanithi and Asst. Professor Azilawati Jamaludin
Science of Learning in Education Centre, National Institute of Education

We are delighted that the theme of this issue of Enl*ght is on the  
Science of Learning.

The Science of Learning (SoL) domain is oriented towards the integration 
of interdisciplinary knowledge from multiple fields to translate scientific 
findings about learning into educational practices. SoL strives to build bi-
directional bridges between various disciplines, including neuroscience, 
cognitive science, psychology, technology, and education, to provide a 
holistic understanding of learning. The Science of Learning in Education 
Centre (SoLEC) at the National Institute of Education (NIE) serves to fulfil 
SoL’s interdisciplinary endeavours by utilising state-of-the-art neuroimaging, 
psychophysiological data capture techniques, and modelling techniques. 
SoLEC aims to investigate the underlying biological, cognitive, and socio-
cultural factors that can transform learning environments and resources to 
optimise learning.

As recent advancements in SoL and its embrace of interdisciplinarity have 
attracted the attention of educators around the world, there has been a 
marked increase in interest in nurturing dialogue and intellectual engagement 
between SoL and other fields that have received surprisingly little attention 
in the past. Such fields include those in the domain of the humanities, and in 
particular, Literature in English is one such overlooked discipline. 

Yet Literature is fundamental for an understanding of the depth and 
complexity of the human experience. Owing to the brain’s prominent role in 

Rajarajan Udhayanithi is 
a Research Assistant at 
the Science of Learning 
in Education Centre 
(SoLEC) at the Office 
of Education Research 
(OER) in NIE.

Asst. Prof. Azilawati
Jamaludin is Assistant
Dean, Science of Learning 
in Education at NIE, 
conducting research 
in the interdisciplinary 
areas of Science of 
Learning, Games and 
Learning, and Educational 
Innovations for Learning.
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communication and social interactions, SoL is uniquely positioned to engage 
Literature educators. Such partnerships present a burgeoning opportunity 
to broaden the scope of SoL beyond the range of the sciences, and to enrich 
our understanding of human cognition with knowledge gained from the field 
of Literature. In addition, such collaborations would allow SoL to contribute 
meaningfully to investigations of  particular significance to contemporary 
society, and to paint the canvas of human experience in a way that resonates 
with varied audiences across cultural, national, and professional boundaries.

For the humanities, collaborating with SoL researchers would open the door 
for new and creative approaches towards gaining richer and more profound 
insights into how humans construct, participate in, and respond to experience. 
The application of neuroscientific research on the nature of the human mind, 
executive function, memory, attention, emotions, and related areas to literary 
studies, for instance, can shed light on how humans experience language, 
and how Literature influences our brain, actions, emotions, and reality, and 
vice versa. Consequently, the convergence of SoL and Literature would offer 
insights about the interconnected relations between the mind, brain, body, and 
sociocultural environment, as well as in the comprehension of literary writing, 
reading, and literariness itself.

By bridging the divide between neuroscience and Literature, SoLEC aspires 
to advance interdisciplinary dialogues at the confluence of literary studies 
and SoL research. Our researchers are open to collaborating with Literature 
teachers and researchers, including developing interesting experiments 
using available instruments, such as electroencephalograms (EEG), functional 
near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS), eye-tracking, and electrodermal activity 
monitors.

On behalf of SoLEC, we would like to thank the NIE English Language and 
Literature (ELL) Academic Group, and the Enl*ght editorial team in particular, 
for promoting greater awareness of SoL. We look forward to continuing 
to work together with Literature educators to elucidate an advanced 
understanding of the brain mechanisms involved in learning processes in 
the Literature classroom, and to utilise the information gleaned to optimise 
learners’ educational outcomes and enhance the quality of Literature 
instruction in Singapore. 

 

The application of 
neuroscientific research on 
the nature of the human mind, 
executive function, memory, 
attention, emotions, and related 
areas to literary studies, for 
instance, can shed light on how 
humans experience language, 
and how Literature influences 
our brain, actions, emotions, and 
reality, and vice versa.
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The Science of Learning

As Literature in English teachers, we share common frustrations about student 
learning. While we conduct coherent lessons by presenting a set of key facts 
that are connected to a larger concept, our students seem to grasp only a 
fragmented understanding of these facts and concepts. In their writing, they 
either repeat memorised facts without seeing their connections, or they 
demonstrate an understanding of the concept but have forgotten the specific 
details of what they have been taught. Why do our meaningful and well-crafted 
lessons result in shallow student learning? 

Over the past decade, an interdisciplinary field called the Science of Learning 
has emerged. This area of study draws ideas from cognitive psychology, 
neuroscience, and education to help us better understand how memory, 
motivation, and learning take place. It is the Science of Learning that can 
help us understand the reasons why our students learn the way they do and 
therefore address the frustrations we have. 

This article will examine how research evidence from the Science of Learning 
can be applied to the Literature in English classroom by exploring three 
questions that we commonly face in our classroom: 

1.	 How can we ensure that students remember the details of their set texts?

2.	 How can we deepen students’ understanding of literary concepts?

3.	 How can we help our students become better writers?

In this detailed primer, James Koh explains and recommends 
ways in which the Science of Learning can be applied to 
the Literature classroom to promote students’ knowledge 
retention for set texts, deepen their understanding of literary 
concepts, and encourage their writing practice.

T H E  S C I E N C E  
O F  L E A R N I N G
T A K I N G  A N  E V I D E N C E - B A S E D  A P P R O A C H  
T O  T E A C H  L I T E R A T U R E  I N  E N G L I S H

by James Koh (Raffles Institution)

James Koh has 
been working in the 
education sector for 
nearly two decades and 
is currently the Year 
1- 4 Master Teacher at
Raffles Institution (RI),
where he works with
the school’s SSD to
oversee professional
standards and practices
of the faculty.

His research interests 
include the science 
of learning, formative 
assessment, and 
metacognition.
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Forgetting to learn

Cognitive science points out that forgetting is very much part of how we learn. In fact, 
research shows that the rate in which people forget things that they have learnt is very 
high. After an hour has passed, students would most probably have forgotten 50% of 
what they have learnt. 

Diagram 1 is commonly known as the forgetting curve, which outlines how much students 
will forget what they have been taught once a lesson has ended. 

When students encounter new knowledge, they make sense of it in their working memory, 
the part of the brain where thinking happens. The working memory is limited and for 
students to remember new knowledge taught, such knowledge needs to be encoded into 
their long-term memory. 

Getting our students to remember

The research from cognitive science points out that getting our students to think during 
our lessons is a non-negotiable if we want students to remember what we are teaching 
them. 

Yet, how often do we assume that passive listening to our explanation of a literary 
concept is sufficient? How much of our classroom talk is set aside for students? What 
percentage of our lesson is actually given to student thinking? 

Diagram 1: The Forgetting Curve
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To address these questions, we should bear in mind the following guidelines: 

A. Consider both the type and frequency of questions asked during a lesson

Questions drive thinking in the classroom. Many of us spend time developing the type 
of questions to ask, from lower-order questions to higher-order ones. 

We do this using some kind of taxonomy, e.g., Bloom’s taxonomy, SOLO taxonomy. 
Cognitive science points out that if a question asked is sufficiently challenging to 
the student (i.e., it is not too easy nor is it too difficult), then the student will be able to 
encode what they’re learning into their long-term memory.

There is also the need to consider the frequency of questions asked during a lesson. 
We tend to think that we should only check for understanding at the end of the lesson, 
but we need to ensure that students are constantly asked to think during the lesson 
and that they are actively making sense of what is being taught. 

For example, when introducing students to similes and metaphors for the first time, 
besides explaining what they are, we can frame the explanation with questions so that 
students are better able to make sense of this new piece of information: 

Prior to the 
explanation

●	 The teacher provides a list of metaphors and similes 
to the class and asks the class to identify the common 
characteristic shared amongst the list of phrases.

●	 The teacher can also ask students whether they can sort the 
list into two groups, i.e., whether they can see a pattern that 
differentiates metaphors from similes. 

During the 
explanation

●	 The teacher gets students to convert a simile to a metaphor 
and vice versa. 

●	 The teacher can also get students to evaluate whether 
a metaphor or a simile is more effective in making a 
comparison, and when a metaphor or a simile should be 
used. 

After the 
explanation

●	 The teacher invites students to provide their own examples of 
a simile / metaphor. 

●	 The teacher gets students to evaluate what makes one 
metaphor better than another.

During their encounter with this new literary concept, the students are constantly 
encouraged to think about this concept, which makes it easier for them to encode their 
understanding in their long-term memory. (The teacher may even want to get students to 
make their thinking visible, e.g., by writing out their responses.) If the teacher had simply 
explained what metaphors and similes were and then continued with the next activity, the 
likelihood of them forgetting the concept would be higher. 

Another example that comes to mind is when we get students to watch a short film or 
a clip from YouTube. Based on what we know from cognitive science, we would need to 



1 0e n l * g h t

frame this activity with questions before and after the students watch the video. We 
can even ask questions during the clip, by pausing the video and getting students 
to make sense of what they are watching. (This is especially effective if the video is 
relatively long.) Watching a video is a passive experience and without getting students 
to think about what they are watching – even worse, if we (as teachers) were to explain 
what they had watched after the video – they will simply forget the information 
presented in the video.

B. Ensure that every student has the opportunity to think.

Given the importance of thinking, we need to make sure that every student in our class 
is given the chance to think. Pedagogically, we may want to consider the following:

Make sure students know whom you would like to respond to your question. 
Rather than allowing for chorus answers (which reduces wait-time and only gives the 
more able students the chance to think), we may want to use the technique of cold 
calling, as outlined by Doug Lemov. This is the technique in which we ask a question, 
provide wait time, and then invite a particular student to respond to it. In a classroom 
where cold calling is a routine, thinking is not an option. 

Provide students with the chance to write their responses to key questions. 
Writing helps to clarify thinking, and by making all students write, every student would 
be encouraged to make sense of what is being taught.

Use technology that encourages all students to respond. This could be in the form 
of MCQs or short responses. Not only can the teacher track whether all students 
have responded, the teacher can also use the data formatively to modify subsequent 
teaching and learning.

After allowing students to forget what has been taught, we need to then get them to 
retrieve what they can remember. The more frequently they retrieve such knowledge, the 
slower the rate in which they will forget this knowledge, to the point where they no longer 
forget the information, i.e., it is permanently encoded in their long-term memory. Diagram 
1 outlines this idea – by getting students to recall what they have forgotten after a period 
of time, they will remember what they have been taught for a longer time, i.e., knowledge 
becomes more durable. 

To ensure that such retrieval is planned in our unit, besides focusing on what to teach, 
we need to also consider the sequence of what we’re teaching. We can consider two 
strategies in this aspect:

a.	 Spaced Learning 

At its most basic, spaced learning means revisiting a concept or piece of knowledge 
at spaced intervals, with a time lag in between. Our long-term memory takes time 
to consolidate new learning, and by taking more effort to retrieve the learning after 
a little forgetting, consolidation is re-triggered, further strengthening our memory 
of what we have learnt. This strategy thus helps us address the implications of the 
forgetting curve. 

For the lower secondary curriculum, for example, some of us may teach the three 
genres in a chronological sequence, e.g., poetry in Term 1, prose in Term 2 and drama 
in Term 3. (Refer to Table 1.) 
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This approach encourages students to forget what we teach them as the year 
progresses. Using spaced learning, we can distribute the teaching of the three genres 
across the year, and this would ensure that students’ knowledge of all three genres is 
more durable. (Refer to Table 2.) 

Or if we’re teaching a full Literature ‘O’ level class, we may teach the Paper 2 drama 
text in Secondary 3 and the Paper 1 prose text only when our students are in 
Secondary 4. But to address the implications of the forgetting curve, we should 
consider introducing the prose text earlier, e.g., during the second semester of 
Secondary 3. 

Spacing can also be applied to the way we sequence our lessons. For example, we 
tend to have an exit card at the end of our lesson. The data provided by this check for 
understanding indicates that students have learnt what we have taught them. Yet this 
data provides a false sense of security as it does not take into account the forgetting 
curve that will occur once students leave our classroom. To address the implications 
of the forgetting curve, we may want to delay our exit card to the next lesson and use it 
to activate prior knowledge instead. (Refer to Table 3.)

Period Area of Focus

Term 1 Poetry

Term 2 Prose

Term 3 Drama

Table 1: Original Sequence

Period Areas of Focus

Term 1 
5 weeks of Poetry 
5 weeks of Prose

Week 1 - Poetry Week 2 - Prose

Week 3 - Poetry Week 4 - Prose

Week 5 - Poetry Week 6 - Prose

Week 7 - Poetry Week 8 - Prose

Week 9 - Poetry Week 10 - Prose

Term 2 
2 weeks of Poetry 
3 weeks of Prose 
5 weeks of Drama

Week 1 - Drama Week 2 - Prose

Week 3 - Drama Week 4 - Prose

Week 5 - Drama Week 6 - Prose

Week 7 - Poetry Week 8 - Drama

Week 9 - Poetry Week 10 - Drama

Term 3 
3 weeks of Poetry 
2 weeks of Prose 
5 weeks of Drama

Week 1 - Prose Week 2 - Drama

Week 3 - Poetry Week 4 - Drama

Week 5 - Poetry Week 6 - Drama

Week 7 - Prose Week 8 - Drama

Week 9 - Poetry Week 10 - Drama

Table 2: Spaced Learning
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b.	 Interleaved Learning

Interleaving refers to the practice of spending some time learning one thing, then 
pausing to concentrate on learning a second thing before having quite mastered 
that first thing, returning to the first thing, then moving onto a third thing, and then 
returning to the second thing, and so forth. In short, it involves the process of both 
spacing and mixing learning activities: the spacing happens by virtue of the mixing. 

For example, in teaching the set text, many of us may teach students the text 
sequentially through the five literary areas, from plot, character, setting, language 
features, and themes. Yet, doing so would encourage students to compartmentalise 
these areas, without arriving at the understanding that it is the integration of all these 
five areas that make a literary text. Instead, we may want to interleave the way we 
teach these literary areas. Table 4 provides a snapshot of how this can be done, with 
the assumption that the way we teach each literary area can be divided into smaller 
units.

Another example is the way we teach short stories. We tend to complete teaching one 
story before moving on to the next. Inadvertently, by the time we teach the last story 
in the anthology, students would have forgotten most of what has been taught for the 
first story. We can interleave the way we teach short stories by teaching the first story 

Literary Features
Lessons

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15
Plot X X X X X

Character X X X X X X X X X
Setting X X X X X X

Writer's Craft X X X X X X
Theme X X X X X

Original Sequence

Proposed Sequence

Table 3: From Exit Card to Activation of Prior Knowledge

Table 4: An Interleaved Unit
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and then moving on to the second story before we have completed the first story, and 
then going back to the teaching of the first story later, after the students have had 
time to forget what they have been taught.

B. How can we deepen students’ understanding of literary concepts?

One of the misconceptions we have about our students is that as novice learners, they 
are ‘little experts’. But one of the key things that novice learners lack is a rich schema in 
their long-term memory. As pointed out, our working memory is where thinking occurs, 
and it is small and limited. For novice learners like our students, their working memory is 
easily overloaded. How then do experts like us overcome this? We have rich schemas in 
our long-term memory that we can rely on, and we easily retrieve information from our 
long-term memory to help us with the thinking that we are doing in our working memory. 
Thus, as teachers, one of the aims of teaching is to create a rich schema in the long-term 
memory of our students. Only then will they become experts in our subjects. 

There are two key implications to this:

1.	 Thinking well requires a rich schema.

This seems obvious when we’re teaching the set text. If students don’t have the basic 
story of the set text in their schema, they won’t be able to examine the literary features of 
the text. But how does this translate to the teaching of unseen poetry? Many of us regard 
unseen poetry as essentially skills-based. But if thinking well requires a rich network of 
information in our long-term memory – that is, to think well requires deep knowledge – 
then we need to recognise that for students to do well in unseen poetry, they would also 
require a rich schema. We need to thus move away from regarding unseen poetry as 
primarily skills-based; instead, for students to apply the skills in unseen poetry, they need 
to be taught a body of relevant knowledge explicitly. 

However, this then brings us to a new challenge. What kinds of knowledge do we teach 
our students? We think that our students would need to know what a metaphor and simile 
is to analyse a poem. But what about the techniques of metonymy and synecdoche? 
Similarly, when teaching students rhythm, what kinds of knowledge do we teach them? Do 
our students need to know what a caesura or an end-stopped line is?  And do they need 
to know how to scan a sonnet? Once we have outlined what they need to know, the next 
question we need to ask is when should students be taught these different techniques? 

What makes it hard for teachers is that both MOE’s 2019 syllabus document and SEAB’s 
GCE ‘O’ Level assessment document don’t specify the kinds of knowledge that we should 
teach students for unseen poetry. However, if knowledge is required for deep thinking to 
occur, in our schemes of work for unseen poetry across Secondary 1 to 4, we ourselves 
need to be clear about the types of knowledge that students should know to close-read 
unseen poems and when they should be taught these different types of knowledge. 

2.	 What we know determines what we will learn.

In helping novice learners develop a rich schema, we need to show the link between 
the new information they are learning in our lesson with what they already know. That 
is why activation of our students’ prior knowledge for every lesson is so important. 
In fact, according to the Science of Learning, the difference in prior knowledge is so 
important that its impact on learning is greater than the differences in general intelligence 
or capacity of working memory. In addition, imagine a student who doesn’t have the 
requisite prior knowledge and we did not check that this was the case at the start of the 
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lesson. After this lesson, he would be in an even worse position compared to another 
student who had the requisite prior knowledge. In fact, research from the Science of 
Learning shows that the differences between students will become bigger and bigger, i.e. 
the difference in learning between those who have prior knowledge and those who don’t 
increases exponentially. As the cognitive scientist Daniel Willingham puts it, the rich will 
get richer. 

Given the importance of activating prior knowledge, we may want to consider the 
following three questions to help us become better in this area:

1.	 How much prior knowledge is required?

Rather than specific details, we should focus on getting students to activate prior 
knowledge about larger concepts and big ideas that help connect discrete pieces of 
knowledge. So rather than simply recall what literally happens in a novel, we should get 
students to recall the changes that occur to a character that we have been studying thus 
far. 

In addition, given the importance of having prior knowledge to learn new ideas, we must 
be ready to reteach a particular chapter or concept if we find that students do not have 
the requisite prior knowledge to make sense of the new ideas. Otherwise, whatever we 
intend to teach them in this lesson will not be effectively learnt. 

2.	 How much thinking is required?

A simple guideline to remember is this: the more rigorous the thinking, the more powerful 
the activation of prior knowledge. As activation of prior knowledge involves asking 
questions, we can scale the kind of questions to ask using a taxonomy like Bloom’s 
taxonomy or the SOLO taxonomy. So rather than ask questions to recall the names of 
the different types of figurative language, we could ask them to explain what a metaphor 
is or to give an example of a metaphor, or to explain the difference between a metaphor 
and a simile. We could even deepen their activation by giving them two metaphors with a 
common tenor and ask them which is more effective. 

Of course, the level of rigour expected when activating prior knowledge should be 
proportionate to how new the topic is to students. But given the need to activate prior 
knowledge for each lesson, for a unit that cuts across multiple lessons, we can see how 
the questions asked to activate prior knowledge should increase in rigour across the 
lessons. 

3.	 Who is doing the thinking?

A common mistake that many of us make is to assume that recapping the previous lesson 
for the students is activating their prior knowledge. In such a case, because the teacher is 
the one doing the thinking, the students’ prior knowledge isn’t being activated. 

Because activation of prior knowledge is so important, we need to ensure that all 
students are involved in this activity. That is why we should consider using strategies 
that allow all students to participate, e.g., getting everyone to write out their response 
to a question and using a digital platform (e.g., Padlet) to collate these responses in an 
efficient manner. 

C. How can we help our students become better writers?

Many teachers tend to regard writing as an assessment activity that is to be included only 
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at the end of the unit. But if we were to draw a parallel with performance sports, this is 
akin to getting students to play a game only at the end of a series of sessions in which the 
game has been explained to them; instead, it would make more sense to get students to 
start playing different parts of the game even as they are learning how to do so. 

How can this be applied to writing in the literature classroom? 

1.	 Provide more opportunities for the students to write during lessons.

Essay-writing is a complex activity with multiple steps. While students may be conversant 
in discussing a text verbally, this does not mean that they can write a response that meets 
disciplinary expectations. To break down this complexity, we should set aside more 
classroom time for students to write, with a clear sequence that maps out how learning 
these smaller steps in writing will help them eventually write a full essay effectively. 

For example, we may get students to analyse a novel for a particular unit by going through 
the various chapters sequentially during our lessons. But we could also structure these 
lessons by framing the teaching of these chapters with an essay question. Our lessons 
then become more purposeful as we can show how the analysis of these chapters helps 
to answer the essay question. This could also be done across multiple lessons, during 
which the students are able to do a number of smaller writing exercises:

•	 Students can write topic sentences at the start of the unit in response to the 
question, and as they analyse these chapters, they can refine these topic sentences
accordingly.

•	 Students can write short paragraphs to translate their verbal discussion of specific
moments into short paragraphs analysing identified quotes.

By having students write short pieces more frequently during lesson time, we will find 
that students will become more confident in their ability to do so, compared to a situation 
where the only writing they do is at the end of a unit.

One concern about incorporating writing as a learning activity is that there is more 
marking for the teacher to do. To manage our marking load, we need to categorise the 
short writing pieces as follows:

•	 Writing that we will mark as they provide meaningful data to track students’ progress.

•	 Writing that will be used for class discussion and will not be marked.

•	 Writing that the teacher will scan through diagnostically and will not be marked.

2.	 Use worked examples to deepen students’ metacognitive knowledge about 
writing a literary response. 

A worked example demonstrates the thinking required to complete a task – in this case, 
how to write an effective response. This helps make the metacognitive knowledge 
required to write a response more explicit. By modelling such metacognitive talk, 
students will be encouraged to use such language as they self-monitor and self-evaluate 
their own writing.

The following diagram shows what a worked example can look like:

When making explicit the metacognition required in the worked example, we would need 
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to be mindful of two different kinds of metacognitive knowledge required:

a.	 Procedural knowledge – this refers to the steps in writing a sentence or a paragraph,
e.g., the PEEL structure, the steps involved in explaining the purpose and effect of
using a particular technique.

b.	 Knowledge of standards – this refers to the quality of writing. While students can 
follow a PEEL structure or can explain the purpose of using a particular technique, 
it doesn’t necessarily mean that the paragraph or sentence is particularly effective. 
The explanation could be naïve or mechanical, so students would need to understand
how to be more conscientious in their analysis. 

As students become more familiar with such metacognitive talk, when going through 
student work during a lesson, we can encourage them to provide feedback to their peers 
using the metacognitive knowledge that they have learnt through the worked examples.

3.	 Deliberate Practice 

In order to make sure that the writing done by students is meaningful, we need to make 
sure that as they write in class, they’re doing so mindfully with the intention of improving 
their writing. Otherwise, such practice can become mindless and repetitive drills that 
students find tedious. 

Diagram 2: Worked Example
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To ensure such intentionality, the writing in class needs to be framed 
accordingly:

a.	 Make clear the specific writing focus that students should be working 
on during this particular short writing exercise. Are they supposed to 
be focused on analysing the evidence? Or should they be making sure 
that the evidence that they provide clearly supports the topic sentence 
of their paragraph? (As mentioned, given the complexity of writing an 
essay, helping students focus and improve on a particular sub-skill helps
to make sure that the cognitive load on students is manageable. This is 
also how we help them improve in their writing – by breaking down the 
complexity of writing and helping them identify the various steps they 
need to improve.)

b.	 Encourage students to be reflective about their journey in writing a 
Literature essay. For example, students can scan and save all their 
marked written work on their personal learning device, and before they 
start on writing an essay, they should review their previous work and 
identify mistakes that they commonly make and which they shouldn’t be
making in this subsequent writing exercise.

Through all these strategies, we can promote students’ metacognition 
while supporting them in their journey towards developing greater skill and 
confidence in writing. By applying insights from the Science of Learning to 
our Literature lessons, we can improve students’ knowledge of their texts, 
deepen their understanding of literary concepts, and equip them to become 
much more effective learners.
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As readers and teachers of literature, we are invariably dealing with a multitude 
of concepts whenever we read a text, whether it is in terms of thinking about 
genres, themes, or human emotions and motivations. Students readily build on 
their experience and knowledge of themes like possessiveness and love, from 
their early encounters with Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet to Fitzgerald’s 
The Great Gatsby. They understand the concept of duty and obligation, and 
can readily expound on ideas of these across texts like Hamlet or Barker’s 
Regeneration.

Despite students' proficiency in discussing thematic concepts within and 
across texts of different genres, many are unconfident in their ability to 
discuss how these ideas are communicated through literary techniques 
across genres. In the Junior College classroom, as at Secondary levels, 
students are inclined to study their texts in the isolated genres of poetry, 
prose and drama. Discussing the use of symbolism in a poem is well and 
good; but if the use of symbolism needs to be compared across a poem and 
a play, and if other genre-specific techniques like the use of props needs 
to be explained, many students start to feel overwhelmed. Discussions on 
authors’ uses of perspective across genres (e.g. the narrative voice in prose 
versus the audience’s perspective of the stage in theatre) is too intimidating 
to even consider. For this reason, many JC teachers are inclined to encourage 
students to compare texts of the same genre for the comparison section in 
the topical paper (Papers 2 or 3 Section B); students prefer this choice as well, 
due to their insecurities about making cross-genre technique comparisons. 

Based on the Junior College context, Jeremy Tay outlines  
the implementation of concept-based learning, which  
involves teaching students about literary techniques that 
contribute to the realisation of a “sense of place” across 
prose and drama.

Photo by Wesley Pribadi on Unsplash
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This is an unusual situation as literary techniques are also concepts — mental constructs 
that are timeless, abstract, universal — and hence transferable (Erickson, Lynn et al., 
2017). Students’ knowledge of techniques should be transferable in the same way that 
their understanding of themes and literary genres are. The disinclination or resistance to 
consider how literary techniques work in similar or different ways across various genres 
is a limiting factor for students’ understanding of how literature communicates ideas and 
meaning.

At this year’s ‘A’ Level Literature Symposium, Daryl Yap (DHS), Gregory Loh (CJC) and I 
shared our attempt at using Concept-Based Learning (CBL) in teaching Literature. We 
studied Erickson and Lanning’s Concept-Based Curriculum and Instruction for the 
Thinking Classroom (2017), and designed two 50-minute lessons using drama and prose 
extracts for students to reflect on and evaluate the literary techniques that create a 

“sense of place”, while promoting collaboration and creative thinking. 

Concept-Based Learning and Lanning’s Structure of Process

In the traditional classroom, teaching is focused on imparting factual and topical 
knowledge. Facts are specific examples of people, places, situations and things, whereas 
topics are an organisational principle for a set of facts (e.g. Romantic poetry). While these 
are important, knowledge that remains at the level of facts and topics are not readily 
transferable to new contexts. 

Fig 1: A comparison of Erickson's and Lanning's Structure of Knowledge and Process
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Fig 2: A brief overview of the concepts taught in the lesson

This diminishes the impact of students’ learning, and does not encourage them to build 
on their knowledge in other areas inside and outside the discipline. 

The aim of CBL is for students to understand relevant conceptual ideas related to topics 
and facts (e.g. the themes of nature and the sublime, with Romantic poetry). With this 
renewed understanding, students can then make generalisations that link more than 
one concept in a relationship that transfers across time, cultures and situations (e.g. the 
sublime is an experience of awe-inspiring vastness, and can be seen in nature and human 
industry). Lanning added a complementary model to Erickson’s Structure of Knowledge 
model by describing the Structure of Process, a model which more accurately describes 
the learning experience for many humanities subjects such as Literature and Music. 

The process of (close-) reading involves the use of multiple strategies and skills, as shown 
in Fig. 2.

Despite students' proficiency in discussing thematic 
concepts within and across texts of different genres, many 
are unconfident in their ability to discuss how these ideas are 
communicated through literary techniques across genres.
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Lesson 1: 

1.	 Close-read an extract from the start of a play describing the 
set (the opening of Tennessee William's The Glass Menagerie). 
Focus on how the use of literary techniques, and how these 
contribute to creating a sense of space.

2.	 Look at pictures of a set professionally produced for the play. 
Identify how the set designer responded to the descriptions in 
the script. Comment on and evaluate the choices that they made
for the set and props. 

Lesson 2:

1.	 Close-read an extract of a prose piece (extracted from Chapter
2 of Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby). Focus on the use of literary 
techniques, and how these contribute to creating a sense of 
place. 

2.	 Imagine that you are adapting this extract for the stage. Illustrate 
your set design, using stage directions where appropriate. 
Explain the literary techniques you are using, and the 
significance of those choices in creating a sense of place. 

Link to the worksheet

For our lessons, we focused on teaching students about literary techniques that 
contribute to the realisation of a “sense of place”. While we envisioned this as being 
more pertinent to prose and drama, it has relevance to poetry as well, in the evocation of 
distinct places and experiences through techniques such as imagery.

We designed two lessons, each incorporating two tasks. They work best together, but 
either lesson could be run on its own.

Fig 3. The micro-concepts of genre techniques can contribute in covergent or divergent ways 
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At the end of Lesson 2’s second task, students were asked to reflect on possible 
generalisations they could make about the use of literary techniques across prose and 
drama, and to comment on similarities (points of convergence) and differences (points of 
divergence) in the literary techniques.

Students’ work samples

The students chosen for this lesson were J2 H1 and H2 students who had studied The 
Great Gatsby in JC1 and who had had at least 2 terms of drama practice. The scene was a 
familiar one for them, and students took to the task readily — it was the setting of Myrtle’s 
apartment, where she maintained an affair with the married Tom Buchanan. Here, her 
working class background and her desire for social climbing is presently starkly through 
her garish decor and materialistic tendencies and pretensions. 

Some exemplars of student work are shown below:

In this sample, the students 
focused on the use of 
juxtaposition to illusstrate 
how Myrtle's pretentious 
dreams were larger than 
her lived reality. The use of 
"big" furniture contrasted 
against a "smaller door" 
showed how unrealistic her 
expectations were—and 
also the size of her dreams. 

The stage directions for 
actors to "pretend they 
are maneuvering within a 
confined space, stumbling 
on furniture" acccentuated 
this effect. 

Figure 4. H1 Student Group 1

This student group also 
chose juxtaposition as 
a key literary technique. 
However, they focused on 
the symbolism of colours 
—between the respectable 
and plain whiteness of the 
apartment and its contrast 
with the "tapestried 
furniture", showing how 
jarring and tasteless 
Myrtle's decor was. 

The use of symbolism was 
seen in the placement of 
props like the "scandal 
magazines" or the display 
case, which suggested 
Myrtle's materialism and 
acquisitiveness—building 
on her characterisation. 

Figure 5. H1 Student Group 2
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As the student groups presented their work to the class, they were able to articulate the 
effects and meaning that they had aimed to convey through their deliberate choices of 
literary techniques. In their reflections, they also made some thoughtful observations, 
such as how:

•	 The interactions of characters / actors with the setting creates an effect on both the
setting and for characterization

•	 The juxtaposition of things / objects in the setting creates meaning, and can be
symbolic

•	 The description of setting employs imagery and other sensory techniques

•	 A place is perceived by someone’s point of view—whether it is a character (narrator)
or the audience

While the transference of conceptual understanding from one genre to another was 
somewhat uneven across groups, students did gain a greater sensitivity to genre-
specific devices and the effects that they could achieve. 

Figure 6. H2 Student Group 1

Figure 7. H2 Student Group 2

This H2 group employed more 
dramatic techniques, bringing in the 
idea of a painted backdrop of uniform 
white apartment fronts. Here, they 
chose to have small furniture instead, 
to create a “Mad Hatter’s tea party 
make-believe vibes”. The furniture 
becomes symbolic of Myrtle’s childish 
naivete. 

This group also used lights, 
with flashing effects to create a 
“disorienting effect”, to show Nick’s 
increasing inebriation and his 
experience of events. 

Finally, they used costumes to depict 
Myrtle’s “elaborate” and “garish” style, 
which complements her similarly 
gaudy furniture choices.

This group featured a moving set, 
with the “walls” opening up to reveal 
the inner walls of the apartment. 
The swinging walls create a more 
confined space, which symbolises the 
claustrophobic smallness of Myrtle’s 
life and opportunities. 

They would also use disorienting 
light and sound effects to convey 
Nick’s subjective perspective, as he 
becomes increasingly drunk through 
the scene.
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Stronger students made interesting observations about differences in the genres (e.g. 
on the use of props and perspective), whereas weaker students required more support 
through scaffolded guiding questions. They generally found the creative experience fun 
and insightful.

Possible uses of ICT

While the lesson was conducted with the use of hard-copy worksheets, it could also be 
held on Google Jamboard, which would allow multiple students to mark up photographs 
and collaborate on drawing the set. To collect students’ reflections on the transfer of 
techniques across genres, a tool like Padlet would allow students to easily upvote and 
comment on their classmates’ observations. While these applications are fairly user-
friendly, some familiarity with their use in the classroom would be ideal before students 
are set to engage in these tasks. 

Possible extensions

These lessons might be adapted and extended for different student age groups:

•	 JC teachers: the lessons might be extended through the addition of poetry 
comparisons (‘Kubla Khan’ by Samuel Taylor Coleridge is an apt choice for imagery), 
or formative essay writing tasks (Google Classroom is useful for formative writing 
tasks as students can “resubmit” their essays for further feedback).

•	 Upper secondary teachers: while comparison is not required at the ‘O’ Levels, pure 
literature teachers can use this as revision for both set texts (prose - paper 1; drama

- paper 2) and elective literature teachers can use this to compare different moments
within a single set text (prose, i.e. Paper 1)

•	 Lower secondary teachers: similarly, teachers can draw intertextual connections
across different texts in lower secondary as they move from prose to drama 
(especially for schools teaching Something Old, Something New, Something 
Borrowed).

Concept-Based Learning also fits naturally into the Knowledge Building Classroom. In 
exploring their understanding of literary techniques as concepts and applying them in 
original ways in the transfer task, students recognise that their ideas are improvable. 
Students can seek to rise above the simple application of literary techniques to consider 
how different genre-specific or general techniques could complement each other in 
creating more interesting effects.
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The Situation: A Reading-Writing Gap

With the right texts, students are often able to dive right in, experience the 
story, and appreciate the various aspects of style to interpret the theme of the 
literary text. Yet we found that there was a gap when it came to responding 
through writing, especially at the upper secondary level. 

Rather than engage with the essay question as a springboard for analysis and 
synthesis of a text studied, students would rely on information taught in class 
or interpretations gathered, and unthinkingly deposit them into the response 
writing with little regard for the question demands. These students were not 
necessarily aware of their process of response writing, and hence were unable 
to diagnose or address the problems in their writing. 

While we were already implementing the three key processes of learning as 
part of the feedback cycle—ensuring learners know where they are in their 
learning right now (feedback), showing where learners are going (feed-up), and 
helping them find out how to get there (feed-forward)—we realised that there 
was still a gap. 

Dylan William has identified how most effective learners are self-regulating 
and that training students in metacognition raises their performance1. Since 
metacognition includes knowing what one knows (meta-cognitive knowledge), 
what one can do (metacognitive skills), and what one knows about one’s own 
cognitive abilities (metacognitive experience), we needed to clarify and share 
learning intentions and the criteria for success in terms of student action 
to make visible to students and teachers how learners were to analyse and 
evaluate texts, and respond to them in writing. In this manner, we could nurture 
student assessment literacy for students to be the owners of their own 
learning. 

By unpacking two main skills of literature: analysis and evaluation, and 
responding through writing, to develop learning intentions, we can guide 
students in analysing a text before communicating their analysis in an essay. 

This guidance not only makes the reading-writing connection clear but 
also enables students to have a progression map of the learning they are to 
attain, supporting students’ assessment literacy and ability to self-assess.
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Yin Mei Lenden proposes the use of SOLO taxonomies to 
support Literature students in formulating independent 
analysis of their texts, as well as more effective writing of 
literature essays.



2 6e n l * g h t

Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes

The Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes (SOLO) taxonomy was devised by John 
Biggs and Kevin Collis in Evaluating the Quality of Learning: The SOLO Taxonomy (New 
York: Academic Press, 1982) as a method to make learning outcomes visible to teachers 
and students. By identifying the level of cognitive complexity of a learning intention and 
outcome, SOLO taxonomy guides students in the concrete actions they may take to 
achieve greater progression and success which is helpful in implementing constructive 
alignment.

Prestructural Learning  outcomes show unconnected 
information, no organisation.

Unistructural Learning outcomes show simple connections  
but the importance is not noted.

Multistructural Learning outcomes show connections are made, 
but significance to overall meaning is missing. 

Relational Learning outcomes show full connections made, 
and synthesis of parts of the overall meaning. 

Extended Abstract Learning outcomes go beyond subject and make 
links to other concepts - generalises. 

Figure 1: SOLO Taxonomy
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Pam Hook describes the five levels of student understanding2:

 “At the prestructural level of understanding, the student attacks the task 
inappropriately; they may collect information but it has no organisation or 
connection and may be irrelevant. It may be that they have missed the point or 
need help to start…

The next two levels, unistructural and multistructural, are associated with bringing 
in information. At the unistructural level, the student picks up one aspect of the 
task and their understanding is disconnected and limited…

The jump to the multistructural level is quantitative. At the multistructural level, 
the student knows several aspects of the task but misses their relationships to 
each other and the whole…

The progression to relational and extended abstract outcomes is qualitative. At 
the relational level, the student links and integrates the aspects, which contribute 
to a coherent understanding of the whole… 

At the extended abstract level, the student rethinks their new understanding at 
the relational level, looks at it in a new way, and uses it as the basis for prediction, 
generalisation, reflection or creation of new understanding.”

By making the learning outcomes visible through identifying the level of cognitive 
complexity of a learning intention and outcome (Biggs 1999, p 37) from surface, to 
deep, to conceptual understanding, a common understanding of learning outcomes is 
created. This not only assists students in recognising the actions they need to take in 
acts of analysis and responding, but also facilitates sharper and more effective feedback 
conversations.

Applying the Taxonomy to Literature Learning

We began with the area of analysis and evaluation of a text to SOLO analyse and create a 
taxonomy of learning which we extended to an assessment task, and furthered to break 
down the skill set of responding through writing as an extension of the analysis and 
evaluation phase. 

We wanted students to be able to formulate interpretations and themes through an 
analysis of how plot and structure, character and relationship, setting and atmosphere, 
and literary devices and conventions, synthesise to create meaning (KSD 3.1) and used 
the five levels of understanding to determine this might be developed as seen in Table 1. 

We refined this general taxonomy for use in the 3N classroom to guide student analysis 
of text as seen in Example 1 and developed it further as a passage-based question 
assessment task to ensure that students were guided to practise acts of analysis, 
evaluation, and interpretation when encountering a PBQ (Example 2). 

In doing so, we found that students had more thorough, coherent, and sound annotations, 
analysis, and interpretations since we had not only provided them with the purpose of 
their actions but also the autonomy to respond to their own writing in self-assessment 
tasks. Hence when we moved on to response writing, we drew connections from their 
analysis and evaluation SOLO taxonomies to develop the responding to writing SOLO 
taxonomy as seen in Example 3.
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Prestructural
Learning  outcomes show 
unconnected information, no 
organisation.

Unable to identify ideas, images, 
and issues throughout the text.

Unistructural
Learning outcomes show simple 
connections  
but the importance is not noted.

Identify isolated ideas, images, 
and issues in the text.

Multistructural

Learning outcomes show 
connections are made, but 
significance to overall meaning is 
missing. 

Identify recurring ideas, images, 
and issues throughout the text.

Relational
Learning outcomes show full 
connections made, and synthesis 
of parts of the overall meaning. 

Analyse how plot & structure, 
character & relationship, 
setting & atmosphere, and 
literary devices & conventions, 
synthesise to create meaning

Extended Abstract
Learning outcomes go beyond 
subject and make links to other 
concepts - generalises. 

Identify and articulate the main 
themes of the text

Table 1: SOLO Taxonomy in KSD 3.1 

Conclusion

In the course of developing these taxonomies, we engaged with student samplers as a 
means to determine what the cognitive understanding of each level was. Moving forward, 
we would be able to refine our taxonomies as well as assist students with creating their 
own feed up steps by introducing target verbs for each cognitive level. This would also 
allow for the scope for differentiation of instruction in heterogeneous classes. 

Through the provision of progression maps of literature learning, the use of SOLO 
taxonomies in our classrooms has supported our students in formulating independent 
analysis of their texts as well as in more effective writing of literature essays.  

Ultimately, we see students who are more self-regulated, confident and adept in their 
reading to writing connection. 
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Learning Poetry by Heart: Why and How?

Can your students recite a poem—any poem—by heart? I know that for 
many of my own students, the only verse they can recite is the national 
pledge. (Quite a few can recite BTS song lyrics though!) When I was teaching 
Secondary Three classes, I would hold a mini-competition for my students: if 
they memorised a poem (of their choice) during the June holidays and recited 
it in full for the whole class, I would award them with generous Kinokuniya 
bookshop vouchers. A few of my students took up the challenge and recited 
their favourite poem in front of the rest of the class, before sharing why they 
chose it and what it meant to them. It was a fun and engaging lesson starter 
activity that allowed students to deepen their familiarity with poetry while 
building their own confidence in performing for their peers. 

Isn’t poetry memorisation outdated and irrelevant?

Today, learning poetry by heart seems like a relic from a bygone age. Now 
that we can access the full text of any poem on demand almost instantly, just 
at a click of a button on our smartphones and other devices, the notion of 
enshrining a selection of verse in our headspace appears at first glance to be 
quaintly redundant. Furthermore, during Literature lessons today, students 
would never be memorising or reciting. Rather, they would be analysing the 
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Ow Yeong Wai Kit advocates for the seemingly outdated 
practice of poetry memorisation, incorporating elements 
from the science of learning to promote the relevance of 
learning poetry by heart while offering specific strategies for 
the Literature classroom. 
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poem as a printed text on the page, 
circling keywords, and underlining 
metaphors and images, before 
attempting an interpretation 
of the poet’s intended effects. 
Contemporary literary criticism, 
influenced by the New Critics, 
emphasises a focus on dissecting 
texts rather than appreciating them 
in context, generally excluding 
any performance-based activities 
that demand memorisation and 
recitation.

Yet, approaching poetry in this 
critical manner is arguably an 
historical outlier (Shiner, 2021). 
The origins of poetry stem 
from oral culture: as an ancient 
practice, learning poetry by heart 
was a tried-and-tested feature 
of classical education in almost 
all societies since antiquity—
memorised poems were also 
popular amongst the masses and 
not just the elites (Shiner, 2021). 

Learning poetry by heart has 
further experienced a revival 
in recent years, as observable 
from national competitions for 
students to memorise and recite 
poetry, such as Poetry Out Loud 
(US), Poetry in Voice (Canada), and 
Poetry by Heart (UK), all of which 
have been highly popular amongst 
students. 

Similarly heartfelt invocations 
about poetry memorisation have 
regularly graced the pages of 
the New York Times, New Yorker, 
Atlantic, and the Guardian (Fassler, 
2017; Holt, 2009; Leithauser, 2013; 
Patterson, 2016; Sleigh, 2007; 
Worthen, 2017), as well as in the 
Straits Times (Chow, 2021; Toh, 
2021). Each successive burst of 
exuberance for a return to the 
practice seems to have tapped 
into what Catherine Robson (2012) 
has described as “a wellspring of 

passionate remembrance” (p. 2).

Contemporary scholarship has 
become more cognisant of 
the benefits of such classical 
approaches. 

For one, as scholars such as 
those working on the Cambridge 
Poetry and Memory Project 
have found, the practices of 
memorisation and recitation 
play a special and important 
function for the full appreciation of 
poetry (Pullinger & Whitley, 2016, 
2017). As researchers argue, the 
science of learning illuminates the 
purpose and relevance of poetry 
memorisation, because memory 
work allows students to transcend 
mere analysis on an intellectual 
level, by activating bodily, cognitive, 
and emotional dimensions (Jaques 
& Whitley, 2022; Pullinger & Whitley, 
2017).

Why should students learn 
poetry by heart?

Promotes a sense of ownership. 
As scholar Debbie Pullinger argues, 
memorised poetry enables “a 
strong sense of ownership” (2012, 
p. 389) that promotes intellectual 
enrichment and appreciation. 

When students can recite a poem, 
they become more deeply invested 
in the individual words and rhythms 
of the text, not just because they 
have taken the time and effort 
to commit it to memory, but also 
because they can take possession 
of the poet’s voice more readily. 
In turn, the poem also possesses 
students’ imaginative landscapes, 
surfacing depths of meaning, 
including associations and 
connotations, that would otherwise 
go unnoticed. 

This sense of ownership is not just 

intellectual but corporeal—it aligns 
not just with the mind but the body. 
When voicing verse aloud from 
memory, the poem’s rhythms and 
metre are directly experienced in 
the body, with the ear attuned to 
the flow of each breath with every 
line (Pullinger, 2017).

Plant seeds of lifelong 
appreciation.  
Such familiarity with poetry entails 
that students’ comprehension and 
appreciation of the text can deepen 
over time, with poems learnt 
in childhood often uncovering 
their full significance only during 
adulthood, in retrospect, after 
the accumulation of sufficient life 
experience. 

The writer Nick Seddon, for 
instance, once decided to 
memorise a hundred poems in a 
year, discovering that “memorising 
revives things that have become 
stale or deadened”—learning 
Shakespeare’s sonnets by heart, 
for instance, allowed the verse 
to “unfurl and display their self-
delighting inventiveness: time and 
again, walking down the street, I 
have little insights and epiphanies” 
(Seddon, 2006). 

Provide emotional consolation. 
We never know when we might 
just need a poem as a source of 
comfort during difficult times, or 
just as a means of making sense 
of life. As Catherine Robson puts 
it, “When everything else has been 
taken from you, a memorised poem 
remains.” (2012b, p. 2). Consider 
the example of Nelson Mandela, 
who drew upon his memory of W.E. 
Henley’s poem ‘Invictus’ to sustain 
him during 27 years of captivity. 
Even though our students are 
unlikely to find themselves in such 
extreme situations, poetry reminds 
us that we are always connected 
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with minds beyond the self—when 
reciting, we are never alone.

How does the science of 
learning help us understand 
the relevance of learning 
poetry by heart?

Learning poetry by heart aids 
accessibility and retrieval.  
Based on cognitive load theory in 
the learning sciences, long-term 
memory is fundamental for all 
mental processes (Russell, 2019). 
It is crucial for knowledge to be 
stored in long-term memory 
because it cannot be outsourced. 

We cannot depend on Google for 
information because of the limited 
capacity of working memory, which 
can only hold three to seven new 
pieces of information at a time 
(Christodoulou, 2014, p. 63).  
The act of searching for a poem 
(or any other information) online 
occupies space in working memory, 
subtly hindering the process of 
decoding new data (Pullinger, 
2017). This is also the reason 
why, in mathematics, students 
need to memorise times tables. 
Once committed to long-term 
memory, knowledge becomes 
the springboard for multiple 
applications and durable learning 
(Wormeli, 2018, p. 37). 

Similarly, Literature teachers often 
advise students sitting for an open-
book examination to learn key 
quotations by heart nevertheless, 
because they can then avoid 
wasting time searching for easily 
memorisable material during the 
examination itself. 

When we access a poem from long-
term memory, our working memory 
becomes freed up—it becomes 
available to engage in tasks other 

than decoding print, which would 
otherwise have taken time and 
effort for cognitive processing 
(Pullinger & Whitley, 2017, p. 36). 

This is why, as a leading expert 
in the learning sciences advises, 
memorisation still matters even in a 
world where we can look things up 
(Wormeli, 2018, p. 31).

What happens if students 
eventually forget the poem? 
Wouldn’t all the effort to 
memorise poetry be for 
nothing?

Research from the science of 
learning suggests that memory 
loss often involves issues of 
retrieval instead of storage, in the 
sense that individuals often reveal 
retention of information in their 
long-term memory even if they 
are unable to recall it immediately 
(Foster, 2009). 

Students may be able to recall 
the poem when provided cues or 
through reencounters that allow for 
recognition. 

Significantly, as Pullinger (2012) 
points out, even if the memory 
of poems has deteriorated, the 
underlying images, structures, as 
well as cadences and rhythms 
may still remain subconsciously 
retained (p. 388). 

Given that our brain is dominated 
by thought processes that govern 
decision-making, conscious explicit 
access is not always necessary for 
the mind to trigger connections 
and insights possible only through 
imprints left in long term memory 
(Pullinger, 2012; Wormeli, 2018). 

How should we encourage 
students to learn poetry by 
heart?

 The stereotype of ‘rote-learning’—
involving a superficial, mechanical 
process of parroting the form 
instead of the meaning of the 
poem—is not the only way to learn 
it (Pullinger & Whitley, 2017). 

There are multiple ways to 
memorise poems, and the 
process of learning by heart can 
be rewarding in itself. Classical 
techniques such as those used 
by the ancient Greeks include the 

‘memory palace’, in which content 
items are situated at specific sites 
within a visualisation of a familiar 
location, or the Greek system of 
connecting vivid mental images, as 
advocated by Ted Hughes (1997). 

But even without such techniques, 
the poems’ own inherent mnemonic 
potential can be activated: just 
as W.H. Auden famously defined 
poetry as “memorable speech”, 
we can encourage students to 
pay attention to all the sensory 
aspects of a poem, including its 
sounds and the bodily sensations it 
triggers when actively voiced and 
dramatised.

Studies on memory indicate that,  
in general, individuals tend to recall 
information more easily when they 
are intentional in learning, paying 
close attention, and drawing 
personal associations that have 
direct relevance to their daily lives 
(Foster, 2009). 

As teachers, we can support 
students in finding poems that they 
personally enjoy, and then proceed 
to challenge them through frequent 
questioning to promote recall. Rick 
Wormeli (2018) offers a useful 
series of suggested memorisation 
strategies, including the following:
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Here’s seeking your inputs for an NIE/NTU research study on learning poetry by heart! 

Check out the poster on the next page and access this link: https://for.edu.sg/learningpoetrybyheartstudy 

The closing date of the survey is 7 August 2023. 

Thank you!
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1.	 Practise reciting lines while standing in front of family 
or friends, and at every waiting time in your life, such 
as in a queue or when taking public transport (for 
frequent recall).

2.	 After practising the lines for a while, do something 
else (this allows for interleaved practice and spaced 
retrieval).

3.	 Move about a lot (this taps on embodied learning
approaches).

4.	 Express the lines through different media, such as by 
writing them out, or in the form of a song (this taps on
multiple neural pathways and sensory channels to 
reinforce learning).

https://for.edu.sg/learningpoetrybyheartstudy
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In “Accessible, Illuminating and Inclusive Value-added Shakespeare 
Teaching and Facilitating Macbeth Learning in Singapore”, Angus Whitehead 
(2020) argues that we should continue to expose all students in Singapore, 
“regardless of class, gender, culture or race” to Shakespeare’s texts, 
considering Shakespeare’s status as a “prominent global writer” and because 
exposure to Shakespeare in the classroom would “considerably enhance 
students’ cultural literacy” (ibid). 

While there are increasingly more Singaporean texts included in the ‘O’ 
Level set text list (as well as lower secondary text lists), Shakespeare’s works 
continue to be a mainstay in many secondary schools as there are many 
learning and teaching resources on the Bard available online. However, as 
most secondary school students (and arguably, junior college students as well) 
are novice readers of Shakespeare, they tend to struggle with understanding 
the language and background of the plays, which can often leave students 
defeated and teachers frustrated. 

Most students struggle with Shakespeare as their cognitive load and working 
memory are too overworked, because they have little knowledge on how to 
navigate Shakespearean language. Sweller's guidance fading effect posits 

M A K I N G  S H A K E S P E A R E 
A C C E S S I B L E  T O  A L L
by Nicole Kang and Afiqah Zamri (Raffles Institution)
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that as much as possible, “[s]tudents should initially be 
given lots of explicit guidance to reduce their working 
memory load, which assists in transferring knowledge 
to LTM (long-term memory)” (Sweller, Ayres & Kalyuga, 
2011). If we were to apply Sweller’s guidance fading 
effect in the Literature classroom, attempts to decipher 
Shakespeare’s language is too cognitively demanding for 
local students and makes it difficult for learning to take 
place as students struggle with the language.

To reduce our students' working memory load in the 
Literature class, the Literature teachers in Raffles 
Institution worked together to produce an annotated 
and translated text of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar for 
students to use during and outside of lessons in 2020 
and we have continued to improve on this ‘translated 
text’ by making additions and improvements to the 
previous edition since. Although students could use 
commercially-available annotated / translated texts 
of Julius Caesar (i.e. CliffsNotes / York Notes), we have 
found such resources to be inadequate as they merely 
provide reductive information of the text and do not 
get students to fully consider the motifs and themes 
alongside the text (see Figure 1). 

As shown in Figure 1, in our annotated version, we 
included timely guiding questions that help students to 
draw connections across the play. Rather than indicating 
these guiding questions at the beginning or the end of 
the play, we have featured these questions next to the 
text to scaffold the reading of the text for students.

Another reason for why the Literature teachers have co-
constructed this text is because free online resources 
have often neglected attention to the dramatic elements 
of Shakespeare’s plays as these online resources do not 
place sufficient emphasis on the dramatic aspects of 
staging Shakespeare’s plays. 

The main principle underpinning 
our construction of the text is to 
provide as much explicit guidance 
to our students as possible so that 
students are alleviated from the 
stress of reading Shakespeare.

Act 1
Scene 2

BRUTUS Into what dangers would you lead me, Cassius,
What dangers are you leading me into, Cassius,

That you would have me seek into myself
That you have me perceive a quality of myself

For that which is not in me?
That I do not possess?                                            65

CASSIUS Therefore, good Brutus, be prepared to hear.
Hence, good Brutus, I will tell you. 

And since you know you cannot see yourself
Since you are unable to see yourself

So well as by reflection, I, your glass,
I will be the mirror that

Will modestly discover to yourself
Will show you and help you to

That of yourself which you yet know not of.
See your personal qualities that you are not aware of. 70

And be not jealous on me, gentle Brutus,
And do not be suspicious of me, noble Brutus,

Think about it!
3. Cassius uses the motif of ocularity / sight to 
persuade Brutus to join the conspiracy. 
a. Identify another similar moment where  

the motif of ocularity is used in the play.
b. What is the significance of this motif?

Figure 1: An annotated, scaffolded version of the 
text to help students draw connections across the 
play of Julius Caesar.
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In addition, one of our weighted assessments is a 
dramatic adaptation of Julius Caesar. We wanted to have 
our students watch previous adaptations of the play so 
that they could be exposed to a variety of performance 
techniques that they too could adapt for their own 
productions. 

In our ‘translated text’, we curated a list of extracted 
performances (of Julius Caesar) and included a range 
of performances with a series of guiding questions to 
consider the dramatic effectiveness of the performance 
(Figure 2) as students were not able to appreciate these 

Figure 2: A curated series of performances and guiding 
questions for students to consider the dramatic impact  
of Julius Caesar

Watch the two videos and 
consider the following:
1. Compare the portrayal of Julius Caesar in the 

two videos. What are your impressions of Julius 
Caesar? Pay attention to:
- Caesar's costume and physical position
- The plebeian's reaction to Caesar
- Anthony's attitude towards Caesar
- Caesar's response to the soothsayer

2. Compare the portrayal of Mark Anthony in the 
two videos. What are your impressions of Mark 
Anthony's relationship with Julius Caesar? 
Pay close attention to his costume and his 
interaction with Caesar. 

3. Compare the portrayal of the soothsayer in 
the two videos. Which soothsayer is more 
trustworthy and what is the significance of 
this? Pay close attention to the soothsayer's 
costume, make-up, and tone. 

4. Compare Caesar's dismissal of the ominous 
warning from the soothsayer. What does this  
tell us about Caesar?

5. What do you think is the significance of these 
two extremely different interpretations of 
Caesar?

Video 1 Video 2

Figure 2A: (from top to bottom) Adaptations of Julius Casear 
over the years from the 1953 film classic starring Marlon Brandon 
to Royal Shakespeare Company's all-black production in 2013, 
and Donmar Warehouse's all-female portrayal in 2017.
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texts on their own without questions to help them unpack 
these performances. Based on student feedback, we 
includedg answers to these questions in the following 
edition of the text (2023) as students indicated that they 
would like to know the answers to these questions to 
support them during their revision as well.

Furthermore, the Literature teachers curated a range 
of performances from various adaptations – like the 
Royal Shakespeare Company’s all-black production 
in 2013 to Donmar Warehouse’s all-female production 
in 2017 (Figure 3). We intentionally included a range of 
performances as we also wanted students to consider 
the universality/timelessness of Shakespeare’s play 
through the various contexts in which the play has been 
performed and adapted. This also meets the objectives 
of our weighted assessments as students are required 
to adapt Julius Caesar to a different context (using their 
own script). 

While this resource may seem a time-consuming 
endeavour for teachers, the feedback we have received 
from students and teachers about this text has been 
positive as it aligns not only with our assessment 
objectives but also our curricular objectives for students 
to gain a deeper appreciation of Shakespeare’s work. The 
main principle underpinning our construction of the text 
is to provide as much explicit guidance to our students 
as possible so that students are alleviated from the 
stress of reading Shakespeare. In turn, it also means that 
teachers can avoid taking up valuable curriculum time in 
‘translating’ the text during the lessons. 

Figure 3: An all-female production of Julius Caesar and 
guiding questions for students to consider the universality of 

Shakespeare's plays.

Consider these questions
1. In the dramatisation of this scene in the video, 

Julius Caesar makes public her displeasure 
of Cassius. (This is different from how 
Shakespeare intended for this scene to be a 
private moment between Caesar and Antony).  
Why do you think the director has chosen this 
particular staging of this scene in the play?

2. While Caesar talks about Cassius, the plebeians 
are in the background eating (00:49). How does 
this further enhance Caesar's derision towrds 
Cassius in this scene?

3. In this dramatisation, Julius Caesar circles 
Cassius. What is the dramatic effect evoked 
here? (Consider how we feel towards Cassius in 
this scene.)

4. At the end of the scene, Caesar brings Cassius 
to the middle of the stage and forces her to sit 
down and force feeds her food. Consider the 
dramatic effect of doing this in terms of: 
- How audiences are made to feel towards 

Caesar. 
- How audience are made to feel towards 

Cassius and her cause

Video 3
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•	 RQ1: Teacher level — Explore how teachers collaborated to put together 
an interdisciplinary learning unit to integrate history and literary arts

•	 RQ2: Student level — Investigate the quality of poems produced through
a pre-post analysis of student work and student perception on such 
lessons
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Kang Wei Yang and 
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the School of the Arts 
(SOTA). Ow Yeong Wai 
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The History and Literature Interdisciplinary Networked 
Learning Community (NLC) outlines their interdisciplinary 
collaboration project, delving into a lesson unit based on a 
‘historical’ poem about colonial abuses of Asian labour in 
19th-century Singapore.

What do Hamilton and Singapore poetry have in common? This boundary-
crossing project in the History and Literature Interdisciplinary Networked 
Learning Community (NLC) aims to explore how the concepts of boundary 
crossings and boundary objectives in Activity Theory have been used to 
design an interdisciplinary learning unit.

What's our project about?

Between July to August 2021, teachers from SOTA and AST implemented 
an interdisciplinary project aimed at investing the following aspects of 
interdisciplinary learning:
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Figure 1: Activity Theory based on analysis of teacher interview

Methodology 

RQ1: At the teacher level, observations, reflections and semi-structured interviews were 
carried out to investigate how they collaborated on the interdisciplinary project with 
Activity Theory used as an approach to identify ‘boundary’ objects.

RQ2: At the student level, teachers collaborated to design a series of lessons. A pre-post 
test to  analyse the quality of poems was used, followed by a student perception survey.

Findings

RQ1: Importance of Distributed Leadership and Shared Disciplinary Thinking 

Interviews with teachers revealed the importance of distributed leadership and finding 
shared disciplinary thinking for effective interdisciplinary learning to be implemented. 
Equally important was the selection of a piece of poetry which originates from the time 
period being studied.

Distributed leadership took the form of shared discussions and management on how 
the lessons could be sequenced based on the curriculum with enduring understandings, 
disciplinary thinking and an understanding of a poem as a shared object to discuss.

Decision-making on how the lessons progressed were dispersed with the different 
teacher experts deciding who to take lead at different moments. Emergent collaborative 
group norms revolved around mutual respect, turn-taking, listening and “making the best” 
of time constraints and situations to put the series of lessons together.

RQ2: Lesson Design

Our research design comprised five stages:

Stage 1: Introducing the inquiry question: “How can Interdisciplinary learning be used to 
deepen student learning in history and the arts (poetry)?”  The ‘hook’ lesson took the form 
of fact-checking ‘Hamilton’ for historical reliability to spark students’ curiosity.

Stage 2: Administering a pre-test to get students to write a poem on migrants, and 
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Figure 2: Poem as annotated by students

conducting a survey on student understanding of how 
history can be used to study poetry

Stage 3: Building historical contextual knowledge about 
colonial Singapore 

Stage 4: Lessons and teacher modelling on (1) how 
to analyse a chosen poem using literary devices; (2) 
explicit teaching of historical contextualisation and 
corroboration

Stage 5: Post-test task on getting students to re-write or 
edit their previous poetry on migrants, and administering 
the previous survey instrument to measure impact on 
students’ learning.

The 'Historical' Poem

For our lesson intervention, we applied the same 
principles of enlivening history to a Singapore text, 
specifically the poem ‘Hard Lines’ — written during the 
colonial period in Singapore, in 1885. In brief, the poem 
is about a British soldier who abuses a Chinese rickshaw 
puller — a metaphor for colonial abuses and exploitation 
of Asian labour — which still bears contemporary 
relevance. 

During this lesson unit, students close-read the poem 
using a literary lens, exploring aspects like poetic form, 
diction, structure, like the rhyme scheme, and so on. 

It was important that students had the opportunity to 
appreciate the linguistic and literary aspects of the 
poem, such as by reading and performing it aloud, and 
discussing the ethical issues raised by the text.

To structure students’ discussions and interpretations, 
we provided them a graphic organiser to prompt their 
responses about these literary aspects. These aspects 
included the subject matter, the language of the poem 
(including even the significance of the word ‘Chinaman’, 
or how the phrase ‘hard lines’ means tough luck or 
misfortune), how that contributes to characterisation 
(like how the character of the soldier and the Chinaman is 
depicted), as well as structure and sound devices. 

One noteworthy aspect is how the literary lens allows 
for the ethical dimensions of the poem to be surfaced, 
in terms of how readers — and by extension, students 
— are encouraged to empathise with the poor and 
downtrodden subaltern figure, in this case with the 
oppressed Chinaman. The personal, emotive responses 
of students are evident — some even drew their feelings 
like in this sample of student work. 

For the second part of the lesson, students analysed 
‘Hard Lines’ — this time as a historical source, by 
corroborating and contextualising it.

In what ways can interdisciplinary learning be 
leveraged in the Literature classroom? 

In his opening address at the 9th Redesigning Pedagogy 
International Conference 2022, Education Minister Chan 
Chun Sing described several shifts in the teaching and 
learning systems which include (1) going beyond the 
transmission of knowledge to that of sense making; 
(2) diverse models and methods to meet the diverse 
learning needs of students; (3) leveraging the strengths 
of community networks or mobilising “village strength”.

We believe that this model of interdisciplinary learning 
has practical advantages. It helps both teachers and 
students avoid burn-out when it comes to managing 
multiple school projects and drives right at the heart of 
inquiry-based learning. Such approaches also deepen 
both critical and creative thinking without trivialising the 
importance of deep disciplinary understanding. They 
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Figure 3A - 3B: Graphic organiser for literary analysis of the poem 'Hard Lines'

Figure 4A - 4B: Historical analysis of the poem 'Hard Lines'
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Figure 4C - 4D: Historical analysis of the poem 'Hard Lines'

also empower, embolden and encourage Literature 
teachers to work together as a community to teach 
in a creative and refreshing way, for instance by 
incorporating multimodal text types and working with 
diverse rich texts.

What are some challenges involved during 
the project? 

Time was a perennial problem which the project team 
faced. Nevertheless, the support from schools as well 
as the flexible means through which the team met and 
worked together in formal and informal ways helped 
make the project a success. The Shakespearean adage 
that “many strokes, though with a little axe, [can] hew 
down and fell the hardest timber’d oak”, certainly rang 
true for our project members. 

What are some of the benefits and/or areas 
for growth? 

This action research project demonstrates that 
interdisciplinary approaches can make learning more 
engaging. Repeated use of different disciplinary 
scaffolds can allow students to become more creative 
meaning-makers in the process of interpreting and 
constructing texts.

On a final note, what would be our advice 
to teachers seeking to incorporate such 
interdisciplinary approaches as part of their 
classroom repertoire?

Don’t be afraid to experiment! Do work with colleagues 
from other disciplines to explore creative possibilities.
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Do you find that your students tend to forget details of literary texts, like 
characters’ relationships and plot details? Likewise, batch after batch of our 
students used to confuse characters’ names, themes, symbols, and about 
every other aspect of their set texts. Hence, we asked ourselves some key 
questions:

•	 How do students capture their learning in the literature classroom?

•	 What knowledge would literature students need to know to excel?

•	 What prevents literature students from acquiring this knowledge?

•	 What knowledge would literature teachers need to know to equip students 
to do well?

L I T E R A T U R E 
K N O W L E D G E 
O R G A N I S E R S
A  T O O L  F O R  P L A N N I N G ,  T E A C H I N G  A N D  A S S E S S M E N T

by Ow Yeong Wai Kit, Kavitha Chandran Desai, Kali Sri Sivanantham, Shaleni 
Nedumaran, Izzah Hazirah Azmi and Hafizah Beevi

Ow Yeong Wai Kit 
(National Institute of 
Education) and Kavitha 
Chandran Desai (Fuhua 
Secondary School) 
lead the Literature 
Knowledge Organisers 
Networked Learning 
Community (NLC), 
whose members 
comprise: Kali Sri 
Sivanantham (Bukit 
Batok Secondary 
School), Shaleni 
Nedumaran (Fuchun 
Secondary School), 
Izzah Hazirah Azmi 
(Springfield Secondary 
School), and Hafizah 
Beevi (Kent Ridge 
Secondary School).

The Literature Knowledge Organisers Networked Learning 
Community (NLC) elaborates on the advantages, challenges, 
and strategies for teachers to co-construct knowledge 
organisers, which helps students to consolidate their 
learning.

https://for.edu.sg/litknowledgesample


4 9 e n l * g h t

•	 How can we leverage ICT 
platforms to promote such 
knowledge acquisition and 
achieve effective learning 
outcomes?

 As part of a Literature Networked 
Learning Community (NLC), we 
sought a tool that would allow 
students to capture their learning 
in ways that were more effective 
than just jotting down notes in their 
literature journals. We also wanted 
our students to be able to draw 
connections between characters 
and themes, as well as to the wider 
world around them. They would 
need to be familiar enough with 
the details of their texts to be able 
to elaborate on their answers and 
justify their responses to questions. 

Yet, when lacking in life experiences 
or exposure to texts, students were 
often unable to discern patterns 
and draw relevant conclusions from 
their texts. In turn, as teachers, we 
could not assume that our students 
were familiar with textual details; 
we had to find creative ways to 
check their understanding. For 
planning, teaching, and assessment 
purposes, we found that Literature 
knowledge organisers were a useful 
tool.

What are knowledge 
organisers?

Essentially, knowledge organisers 
are a kind of graphic organiser — 
i.e. summaries no longer than two 
sides of an A4 page, comprising 
all the key facts that students 
need to have basic knowledge and 
understanding of a topic or text.

How is the use of Literature 
knowledge organisers 
aligned with the Science of 
Learning?

 Knowledge organisers constitute 

a helpful tool for students to 
establish a rudimentary foundation 
of knowledge that allows them to 
conduct independent research. 
Cognitive science has shown 
that learning facts builds the 
foundations for problem-solving 
and analysis, allowing for complex 
thought processes that transcend 
the limited capacity and duration 
of one’s working memory (Smith, 
2012). Based on cognitive load 
theory, a key purpose of instruction 
is to enable learners to build 
knowledge in their long-term 
memory (Sweller et al., 2019). 
Through the use of such Literature 
knowledge organisers, students 
can organise critical information 
about their texts clearly and 
explicitly (Fletcher-Wood, 2018).

What are some advantages 
of using knowledge 
organisers in the Literature 
classroom?

 Co-creating such organisers 
helped students to consolidate 
their understanding of the 
different areas of study, such as 
characterisation, setting, and 
theme. They could also avoid losing 
track of the sequence of events in 
the text, as all the key plot points 
would have been mapped out. As 
teachers, we could identify learning 
gaps and follow up on them, while 
students could self-assess and 
review their own understanding of 
the text. 

By just modifying the organiser 
selectively, we found that it 
could offer a revision timetable, 
homework, and test of prior 
knowledge; in sixty seconds, 
we could devise fun, low-stakes 
quizzes, for instance by deleting 
scenes and asking students to 
recreate the flow of events, or 
deleting the names of characters, 

and asking students to map out 
character relationships or connect 
significant moments, as suggested 
by Fletcher-Wood (2018, p. 25). 

Using an online digital platform 
like Google Sheets also promoted 
collaborative learning, as students 
could access the organiser 
easily and update the information 
accordingly, with and from their 
peers. Revisiting the organisers 
after completing a text also enabled 
richer interpretations and deeper 
analysis, offering a bird’s eye view 
for review and revision.

What are some key 
challenges you faced in the 
process?

Some of our students are not 
always self-directed, so they 
required quite a bit of handholding 
despite teacher-modelling with the 
class about how the knowledge 
organiser should be completed. 
We found that the initial plan 
of assigning students different 
chapters, aiming for the entire 
text’s knowledge organiser to be 
completed by term 1, did not work. 

Instead, allocating students 
chapter by chapter or scene by 
scene, just the week before the 
next chapter was to be taught), was 
more effective. We should start 
the process of creating knowledge 
organisers earlier in the year, to 
allow for more iterations and a 
longer runway for students to edit 
their work. 

Furthermore, for small classes, 
students have to take on more 
individual work, so they may not 
always be consistent in completing 
the organisers, which means that 
they may need constant reminders. 

Students may also experience 
difficulty identifying key significant 
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events; their summaries may also be rather lengthy, and require extensive 
editing.

What are some suggested improvements when using such 
organisers in future?

We could adapt the use of knowledge organisers as part of differentiated 
instruction (DI) to guide students based on their various areas of strength and 
their differing needs. We would also aim to model the task of constructing 
organisers more explicitly, and assign students to work in pairs to reduce 
the risk of cognitive overload. Students would then be more motivated to 
conscientiously complete the organisers. 

Showing student samples might be useful as well; we could share the work of 
different levels (e.g. Secondary 3s and 4s) so that students can compare notes 
and learn from one another’s strengths and gaps. We would strive to revisit the 
knowledge organisers consistently during classes and consultations so that 
students can recognise the value of using it for revision.

What are your reflections on your overall experience with 
knowledge organisers?

Literature knowledge organisers have served as a vital learning tool for 
students, given that the process of creating and using them demands that they 
review their set text and make sense of it for themselves. Likewise, organisers 
are also a helpful planning and assessment tool for teachers, as we can 
sequence content and address learning gaps more effectively. 

Our Networked Learning Community even conducted a Teacher-Led 
Workshop on 5 July 2022 to guide teachers on how they can incorporate such 
organisers in the Literature classroom. Teachers interested in accessing free 
sample knowledge organiser templates from the workshop can visit:  

https://for.edu.sg/litknowledgesample
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Knowledge Organiser: Percy Jackson and the Lighting Thief

Chapters/Acts/
Scenes Plot Characters Character Description Themes

Chapter 1: 
I accidentally 
vaporize my pre-
alegebra teacher

Percy and his classmates went on a field 
trip to the museum where he pushed 
Nancy into the fountain for disturbing 
Grover and him. 

Mrs Dodds brought him aside to punish 
him but turned into a magical creature with 
leathery wings and attacked him.

Mr Brunner came to his rescue and Percy 
managed to kill the creature. 

Percy Jackson 
Grover 
Nancy  
Mr Brunner 
Mrs Dodds

Percy - Demi God, attends 
a school for students with 
issues 
Grover - Percy's friend 
Nancy - Class bully 
Mr Brunner - Latin Teacher

Chapter 2: 
Three old ladies knit 
the Socks of Death

Percy's grades continued to worsen and 
he could not control his anger in class. 

He learned that he would not be invited 
back to Yancy Academy for his seventh 
grade year. While he's excited to go home 
and see his mom, Percy knows he's going 
to miss certain aspects of Yancy. He's 
going to miss Mr. Brunner.

The meeting with the three old ladies 
shocks Grover who is convinced Percy's 
life is at risk.

Percy Jackson 
Mr Brunner 
Grover 
3 Old Ladies

Percy - a Demi God 
Grover - Seems to be hiding 
information from Percy. 
Knows more than he lets on.  
Three old ladies - able to 
determine one's fate. 

Chapter 3: 
Grover 
unexpectantly loses 
his trousers

Percy and his mother's loving relationship 
is evident. They go on a beach vacation 
where we get glimpses of information 
about Percy's father.  

Percy's stepfather Gabe is despicable.

Percy  
Grover 
Sally 
Gabe

Percy - a loving son 
Sally - a loving mother who 
tolerates her husband and still 
loves Percy's father

Chapter 4: 
My mother teaches 
me bullfighting

Percy is in danger as the Minotaur wants 
to kill him. Grover and Sally try their best to 
protect him and Sally ends up sacrificing 
herself.

Percy 
Grover 
Sally 
Gabe 
Annabeth

Percy - a demi-god; brave 
Grover - Percy's friend - a loyal 
friend 
Annabeth - New character 
Sally - Percy's mother

Example 2: Draft Excerpt of Knowledge Organisers about Percy Jackson and the Lighting Thief by (Kavitha Desai and Fuhua Sec 1N 
Literature students) 
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Two Stories

This article is about my journey in implementing elements of Retrieval Practice 
(RP) in both lower and upper-secondary Literature in English classrooms. 

Two indelible experiences have shaped my views on RP — both involved end-
of-year examinations (EYEs). In one instance, I was teaching a poetry unit for 
half a year as part of the lower-secondary Literature curriculum. There was 
a student who was particularly outspoken, enthusiastic, and effusive in her 
appreciation for poetry. She spoke up knowledgeably in the classroom and 
submitted beautifully written take-home essays. As we neared the EYE, she 
booked a consultation session with me to go through her practice essay plans, 
which I went over with a fine-tooth comb. She was all ready. So I thought. When 
the examination came, her script was blank. She had submitted nothing. 

The second experience involved teaching The Joy Luck Club in Secondary 
Three. It was my first time teaching the text and I knew that it was a complex 
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practical strategies to implement this practice.	

Yip Guanhui is Head of 
Department of English 
Language at Pei Hwa 
Secondary School. He 
graduated from NUS 
with a big bookshelf 
and counts it a privilege 
to have been taught 
by kind and dedicated 
teachers throughout 
his schooling years.



5 6e n l * g h t

text, with many characters and an interweaving, non-linear plot trajectory. I taught 
it chronologically, thematically, and used model essays to guide the students. I 
consulted my Head of Department for tips on how I could teach better. When the EYE 
approached, I revised with my class and sent my class marching into the examination 
hall. When the scripts came back, I marked with enthusiasm. There was one particular 
essay which left me dumbfounded. The student had compared two sisters in the text 
and wrote, what I considered to be, a well-argued analysis of the sisters’ motivations, 
character arcs, and thematic concerns. If I could, I would have given the student a 
distinction. The only problem was that: the student had mixed up the sisters’ names.

Why RP?

Both experiences struck a chord with me. I had two main takeaways:

The ability to retrieve content from one’s mind should not be taken for granted. 

In the case of my lower-secondary student, I had assumed she was ready for an 
examination. But she was not. She was a good student in the classroom and could write 
a decent essay under stress-free conditions and with reference to the text. However, 
I should not have taken that as an indication that she could do it in an examination-
setting. In the case of my Secondary Three student, I made the most fundamental 
assumption that she knew her characters’ names. I had focused so much on the plot, 
characterisation, themes, and essay-writing, that I had neglected to test her on her 
fundamental knowledge of the text. 

Blank paper + Time constraint = Stress 

When I spoke to my lower-secondary student, I finally realised that she had an aversion 
towards examination constraints. Simply put, her mind went blank when she was 
presented with a blank piece of paper and asked to produce content on demand. I 
could have detected that earlier if I had asked her to practise retrieving information on 
the spot. If I had, I would have noticed her inability to do so.  

What is RP? 

Fundamentally, Retrieval Practice is the act of trying to recall information without 
having it in front of you.1 Good writers have explicated on the principles and processes 
of Retrieval Practice in books and essays. In particular, I learnt a lot from Kate Jones’s 
Retrieval Practice: Resources and Research for Every Classroom. 

I would argue that Retrieval Practice is particularly useful as a tool for a Literature 
teacher for the following reasons:

1.	 In a time-starved environment, RP offers teachers a low-effort, maximum-impact 
tool. It can be implemented without worksheets, slides, and does not require a lot 
of time. 

2.	 Literature is a subject that requires students to be able to remember a lot of 
content. A student who can retrieve content accurately and confidently is a 
student who can then focus on the crafting of arguments. 

3.	 RP encourages students to read their texts more regularly if there is a routine 
where teachers test their students’ knowledge of the text regularly. 

In a time-starved 
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time.
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Suggestions on the Implementation of RP in the classroom 

I have tried a variety of ways to incorporate RP in the classroom. Some methods work 
better for some students. Here are some suggestions for your consideration in your 
classroom:

1.	 5-minute dumping sessions

Ask students to write down everything that they know about ‘X’ in five minutes. I have 
tried asking students to write down: facts about a character, quotes related to a theme, 
a timeline of events. The most important step after that is to ask students to take out 
their texts and to compare their written notes with the text. What is missing on the paper 
represents the gap in their understanding or indicates what they have not sufficiently 
internalised. 

Five minutes is a good duration. It’s sufficient for students to jot down at least a few bullet 
points and does not tire them out excessively. In addition, the final act of comparison 
between their written notes and the text serves to help them recognise what is ‘missing’ 
in their understanding, in a low-stakes manner. I tell the students that it’s better to realise 
this gap in practice than to discover it painfully in an examination. 

2.	 Structured retrieval sessions

Depending on the content, teachers can prepare a handout for the students to fill up. This 
handout helps to scaffold their thinking and helps them to practise retrieving in a targeted 
manner. Please refer to the following examples:

In this handout, students are asked to retrieve three adjectives from their mind to 
describe Saloma. Asking them to cite a quote is important as it helps them to relate the 
concept to a concrete quote. 

Students often struggle with the quote component of the exercise, but the struggle is an 
important process which contributes to long-term retention.

Figure 1. Handout for Off Centre

Write down three adjectives to describe the 
following character: Saloma 

Write down a quote which should consist of at 
least 3 words that can be used in support of the 
adjective.

Adjective 1: Quote 1:

Adjective 2: Quote 2:

Adjective 3: Quote 3:
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Figure 2. Handout for Fahrenheit 451

In this example, I have provided a further scaffold to guide the students to recall. For 
particularly challenging themes/characters, teachers may wish to provide even more 
scaffolding to help the students. 

3.	 Individual, Pair, Group Work

RP is fundamentally a solitary activity. It forces the individual to think hard under two 
kinds of pressure: time pressure and peer pressure. I have seen able students sweat 
literally from thinking and have seen them buckle under the pressure when they see 
their peers retrieve effortlessly, while their paper remains bleakly blank. Teachers can 
implement RP in pairs or in groups as a start in order to encourage the weaker students. 
But we should not forget that RP, at the end of the day, is a solitary activity. 

Some ideas to stimulate pair/group retrieval practice:

1.	 Come up with as many quotes on a theme

2.	 Write out a timeline of the key events of a play 

3.	 Write out the explanations of the Five Areas of Study in Literature 

Conclusion

When I first tried out RP, I was met with dismay and confusion from some of my students. 
I struggled too with the notion that I was devoting precious curriculum time to these 
retrieval exercises. Over time, those 5-10 minute sessions added up. However, two 
outcomes have encouraged me to persevere in implementing this tool as part of my 
teaching repertoire:

1.	 When students have experienced intense difficulty in retrieving content multiple 
times in the classroom, they find it much, much easier to retrieve content in an 
examination setting. They had built up the stamina and gotten used to the routine of 
recalling facts within a stressful setting. No longer would they submit empty scripts.

2.	 When students are confident in their facts, they can argue with greater conviction 
in their essays. The regular retrieving sessions imbued them with confidence and 
they could focus on crafting their arguments, knowing that they would be able to 
supply the correct quote(s) to advance the arguments. No longer would they mix the 
characters’ names up.

Write down 3 symbols from Fahrenheit 451 Explain in 1-2 sentences what the symbols 
represent

Motif 1: Fire

Motif 2: Rebirth

Motif 3:

Write down three adjectives to describe the 
following character: Saloma 

Write down a quote which should consist of at 
least 3 words that can be used in support of the 
adjective.

Adjective 1: Quote 1:

Adjective 2: Quote 2:

Adjective 3: Quote 3:
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Dr Astrid Schmied is an educational neuroscientist and education research 
scientist of the Science of Learning in Education Centre at the Office of 
Education Research, National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological 
University, Singapore. 

Her research interests include the teaching and learning process of 
neuropsychological content, the acquisition of academic and cognitive 
skills, the development of specific learning disorders, and the evolution of 
educational neuroscience in academia. She also engages in programmes that 
promote public science, scientific outreach, and education and science policy. 

Dr Astrid has conducted research at governmental offices, schools and 
universities, and non-profits. Her pedagogical practices and investigations 
have expanded from K-12 to university students to older adults, including 
interventions in socially vulnerable spaces.

N E U R O M Y T H S :  W H A T 
L I T E R A T U R E  T E A C H E R S 
S H O U L D  K N O W
A N  I N T E R V I E W  W I T H  D R  A S T R I D  S C H M I E D

In this interview, Dr Astrid Schmied highlights two key 
neuromyths which teachers commonly subscribe to that have 
been disputed by educational neuroscience research. 
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In layman's terms, what are neuromyths?

The term ‘neuromyth’ was coined by the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) almost 20 years ago. The OECD 
defines neuromyths as common misconceptions about the brain, the brain 
functioning, and/or the nervous system in general. 

Neuromyths evolve from a misunderstanding, a misreading, or a deliberate 
distortion of scientific facts and are taken for granted in today’s society. The 
prevalence of neuromyths has been described globally.

What are some neuromyths that Literature teachers ought to 
be aware of?

The list of neuromyths is extensive, and several of these have implications for 
education, including Literature education. There is a vast amount of literature 
demonstrating that pre-service and in-service teachers are a very sensitive 
population to neuromyths; their belief in neuromyths is common. 

One of the most prevalent neuromyths that teachers have comprises the 
idea that students have different learning styles, such as visual, auditory, 
and kinesthetic modes. While some students may indicate preferences for 
certain modes, there is no specific learning style that would suit any one group 
of students more effectively compared to others. The research evidence 
suggests that learning styles do not exist; all learners would benefit from a 
variety of learning modes and approaches. 

Another common neuromyth implies that we are either left or right brained. 
However, there is no scientific evidence supporting this notion. We use both 
sides of the brain at all times. Thus, it is not true that Literature students would 
only use their right brain just because it is a humanities subject. Both sides of 
the brain are actively engaged to perform everyday activities effectively.

Why should Literature teachers be aware of these 
neuromyths?

Neuromyths could be problematic in education, including Literature education, 
because teachers could consume products or implement practices in their 
classrooms that are not supported by scientific research. For example, 
teachers may implement differentiated lesson plans to facilitate learning in 
supposedly ‘visual’, ‘auditory’, and ‘kinesthetic’ students, when actually no 
such learning styles exist. Teachers may also rely on teaching practices that 
purportedly develop one side of the brain (especially the left side) in order to 
promote critical thinking skills. Literature teachers would be well-advised, for 
instance, to beware of any programmes and strategies that claim to be “suited 
for right-brain learners.” In the end, these teaching and learning practices can 
waste the educational system's money, time, and effort. Neuroscience literacy 
is important in teacher education to debunk neuromyths that can be harmful. 

One of the 
most prevalent 
neuromyths that 
teachers have 
comprises the idea 
that students have 
different learning 
styles, such as 
visual, auditory, and 
kinesthetic modes.
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N I E  E L L  L I T E R A T U R E 
S N A P S H O T S
We asked our NIE ELL Literature faculty members for updates 
to share with the Literature fraternity — here’s what they’re 
working on now!

“After the publication of The World, 
The Text and The Classroom: 
Teaching Literature in Singapore 
Secondary Schools, I wrote about 
one of my favourite movies and 
published “The Virtual Cultural 
Tourist: Film-induced Tourism 
and Kubo and the Two Strings” in 
the journal Mutual Images. A few 
essays on the zombie movie Fido, 
a short film (Barry Purves’s Screen 
Play), the afterlife in The Others 
and a survey of local director Kelvin 
Tong’s horror oeuvre are waiting in 
the wings. 

I’m currently working on a research 
project that studies the pedagogy 
of award-winning English teachers 
and writing an article on Singlish 
in the Singapore kopitiam in the 
animated series Downstairs.”

– Dr Dennis Yeo

ELL Faculty

“Recently, I conducted research 
into the use of drama pedagogy 
in the literature classroom. Plays 
are literary texts invested with a 
double life—they can be read for 
their literary qualities, but they’re 
also designed to be staged for their 
theatrical possibilities. 

My research reveals that drama 
pedagogy helps to build students’ 
affinity for characters, text, and 
literature as a subject. I’m also 
looking into the possibility of 
compiling a local short story 
anthology for the lower secondary 
classroom, as a companion to my 
lower secondary drama anthology, 
Something Old, Something New, 
Something Borrowed (2018).”

– Dr Ken Mizusawa

“I’m currently working on three 
projects. The first is an education 
research grant that explores how 
values are cultivated through 
pedagogy. We’ve administered 
a national survey on values 
pedagogy and we’re working with 
CCE and English teachers from two 
schools. 

I’m also writing a number of 
research papers related to 
historicizing ethical criticism 
and exploring the ways students 
can engage with ethics through 
literature. 

This is connected to my 
theorisations of the hospitable 
imagination and cosmopolitan 
ethics. A third project examines 
the use of philosophical fiction 
for children and young adults to 
facilitate ethical dialogue and 
deliberation.”

– Assoc. Prof. Suzanne Choo



6 2e n l * g h t

“I’m working on two things at the 
same time (not advisable!). One is a 
book chapter on the cosmopolitan 
imagination in Singapore literature 
for an edited collection of critical 
essays. 

The other is my own book project 
tentatively entitled Global City 
Dilemmas and Anglophone 
Singapore Literature: Intersectional 
Politics and Cultural Negotiations 
in the 21st Century. Here I consider 
how 21st-century Singapore writers 
explore the cultural negotiations 
and political tensions that arise 
from the country’s twin identities as 
postcolonial nation and global city. 

I’m especially interested in fiction’s 
interrogations of dominant 
narratives about the past, 
multiracialism, and social cohesion. 
Texts I’m considering include Balli 
Kaur Jaswal’s Inheritance, Kevin 
Kwan’s Crazy Rich Asians, Akshita 
Nanda’s Nimita’s Place and Amanda 
Lee Koe’s Ministry of Moral Panic.”

– Assoc. Prof. Angelia Poon

“I’ve been busy working on my 
research on reading and school 
libraries, helping school libraries 
to build up their space, collection 
and programming, including their 
SingLit book collection. 

This year, for my BA class, we 
collaborated with Yusof Ishak 
Secondary School, to design a 
place-based lesson which you 
will read about in the next issue of 
Enl*ght. I’m extremely interested 
in what and how teens read, 
and I’m supervising a couple of 
undergraduate research projects 
examining adolescent reading of 
Young Adult novels, manga and 
manhwa, in print and through online 
sources.”

– Assoc. Prof. Loh Chin Ee

“I’m currently working on a detailed 
exploration of William Blake’s 
letters, perhaps for the first time 
considering them as literary 
works in themselves as opposed 
to secondary writings of merely 
biographical importance. 

 This state of affairs is perhaps 
understandable, as seriously 
focused in-depth Romanticism 
and letters studies themselves are 
currently in their early stages. 

But a fresh look reveals Blake as a 
deft, imaginative and lively letter 
writer — the letters themselves 
inviting sensitive and careful 
readership.”

– Dr Angus Whitehead
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“I’ve been teaching American and 
Southeast Asian Literature, creative 
writing, and a course on identity 
and multicultural issues at NIE. 

My research interests include 
‘minority’ issues and ‘race’.”

– Dr Pat Wong

“My research interests are 
transnational and postcolonial 
writing from Malaysia, Singapore, 
the Philippines and India. I’m always 
curious about why the postcolonial 
still matters in the new millennium. 

Currently, I’m working on the 
tropical gothic in Nick Joaquin’s 
fiction and tropicality in the craft of 
selected Singapore women poets. 
I’m also preparing a monograph 
on Anglophone world writing from 
Southeast Asia and co-editing a 
creative anthology of Southeast 
Asian ecowriting, while maintaining 
a research interest in using creative 
writing in the literature classroom.”

– Dr Ann Ang
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I’m currently working on my thesis 
that investigates how primary 
school children respond towards 
metafictive children’s fiction. 

As postmodern or metafictive 
texts are not a common genre that 
children are usually introduced to 
at a young age, I’m interested in 
exploring how children read and 
respond to these types of books. 

I’m also curious to see what 
these books can afford in 
terms of dispositions for global 
competencies, especially in the 
face of globalisation. 

I’ve recently wrapped up book club 
sessions with different groups 
of children from a local primary 
school, and it was great fun!

– Gan Sujia 
(Supervisor: A/P Loh Chin Ee)

“I’m in the first year of my PhD, so 
I’m completing my coursework. 
My current research aims to 
translate findings from the Science 
of Learning about memory and 
emotions to the teaching of poetry 
in the Literature classroom. 

I’m also exploring the history 
and value of learning poetry by 
heart, especially in the Singapore 
context, in terms of whether it’s 
similar to trends in the broader 
English-speaking world, and how 
the practice is influenced by our 
colonial history. 

On a deeper level, I’m investigating 
how to leverage cognitive and 
socio-emotional dimensions to 
make literary knowledge more 
enduring, and for poetry lessons to 
be even more engaging.”

– Ow Yeong Wai Kit 
(Supervisor: A/P Angelia Poon)

“I’m currently working towards 
my thesis on examining student 
receptivity and resistance towards 
ethically oriented Literature 
pedagogies. 

My data draws from co-designed 
Literature units between 
mainstream upper secondary 
Literature teachers and NIE 
researchers exploring issues 
on race and identity, as well as 
privilege and inequality using 
Singapore poetry.

 I’m keen on exploring how students 
take a range of self-centred to 
other-centred stances when 
understanding the Other, and how 
classroom interactions open or 
close the possibilities of ethical 
engagement. 

I’m also working on several 
research papers on how Literature 
students respond to linguistic 
diversity and classroom debates of 
texts with ethical invitations.”

– Nah Dominic 
(Supervisor: A/P Suzanne Choo)

Graduate 
students/PhD 
candidates



Volume Eight Issue One of Enl*ght delves into the Science of Learning.
We invite you to read this volume and adapt the ideas for your classroom. 
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