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In 1948, at the age of 23,
my grandmother, Madam Zhang
Juan, raised $500 to buy Poi Chai
school in Sembawang.
Situated in the kampung at

Chong Pang, the Chinese-medium
school served the children in
the area.
In those difficult times, she

served not just as the principal
managing the school’s
administration, but also had to
take on the roles of music
teacher and operations manager.
To encourage parents to

send their children to school,
she went door to door visiting
families, waiving fees where
necessary so that no child would
be deprived of an education
due to life circumstances.
Life in post-war Singapore

was difficult, as individuals
and families struggled to pick up
the pieces.
No doubt my grandmother

was one of those who heeded
the call of the 1947 Ten-Year
Programme introduced to
provide education for all
children, though this is something
I cannot know for sure.
I had not thought to ask her

before she died recently, just
before she turned 100.

TRAINING NEW TEACHERS

To educate the young, the
government of the day
recognised that more teachers
were required. The Teachers’
Training College (TTC) was set up
in 1950, first for English-language
teachers and later expanded to
other language teachers.
After Singapore obtained

self-rule in 1959, the courses at
TTC were consolidated into a
single three-year, in-service and
part-time certificate course in
January 1960. This was to grow
the supply of primary school
teachers to meet the needs of
new schools.

TTC was replaced with the
Institute of Education (IE) in 1973
under the charge of founding
director Ruth Wong to focus on
enhancing the quality of teacher
education and professionalism.
My former mentor Edith See,

an English language and
literature teacher at Raffles Girls’
Secondary School, remembers
teaching in the morning and
reporting to IE in the afternoon
as one of those in the inaugural
batch.
She chose the part-time,

18-month course over the
one-year, full-time one because
the work-study arrangement
included pay, which was
necessary to contribute to
family expenses, including her
younger siblings’ education.

CARING FOR OUR CHILDREN

Beyond the mandate of teaching
to upskill a nation to meet its
economic goals, teaching in its
essence is a caring profession.
American philosopher and

educator Nel Noddings (1929 to
2022) highlights that we should
“want more from our educational
efforts than adequate academic
achievement” and that real
education can only begin when
“our children believe that they
themselves are cared for and
learn to care for others”.
This labour of caring was why

my grandmother knocked on
doors to talk to parents, borrowed
money to improve the school
premises and organised
excursions for children who
would not have much of a chance
to venture out of Sembawang.
At home, she cared for her

seven children and, at school,
she took care of more.
Emotional work continues

to remain a crucial element in
teachers’ encounters with
students. This is why teaching
is paradoxically both so
rewarding and exhausting.

LEARNING TO TEACH

By the time I chose to join the
teaching profession in 1999, the
Institute of Education had merged
with the College of Physical
Education to form the National
Institute of Education (NIE).
I was part of the last batch of

Postgraduate Diploma in
Education students to complete
my diploma in English Language
and Literature at the Bukit Timah
campus. In 2000, NIE would
move to its current campus at
the Nanyang Technological
University.
In my first year as a teacher,

I saved my lesson plans and
resources on floppy disks, and
printed Calvin And Hobbes
comic strips and other classroom
materials on flimsy transparent
plastic slides.
I would go to the classroom,

switch off the lights and turn on
the overhead projector. The light
would project an enlarged image
of the slide so the entire class
could view it.
For their assignments, my

students recorded “talk shows”
on cassette tapes and, a few years
later, would create videos of
Shakespeare parodies which they
submitted using compact discs.
Fast-forward to 2024: Teachers

look for resources on the Student
Learning Space and the seemingly

infinite worldwide web. They
make use of apps such as Google
Classroom, Nearpod and Kahoot,
and dabble with generative
artificial intelligence tools
such as Midjourney and
ChatGPT to generate lesson ideas
and materials.
Besides grappling with new

technology, teachers need to be
continuously learning about their
core discipline and updating their
pedagogical knowledge and skills.
My former and current students
tell me they find time to read,
keep up with the news, and
go for professional development
workshops, so that they can
become better teachers for
their students.

TEACHING THE FUTURE

The purpose of teaching has
not changed, but the context in
which teaching occurs has.
Technology has accelerated the

rate of transformation. Borders
are porous, yet invisible walls may
be put up both within a nation
and across nations. Our teachers
have to constantly adapt,
managing their own lives and
their students’ lives, to thrive.
At the opening ceremony of

the Redesigning Pedagogy
International Conference held at
NIE in 2024, Education Minister
Chan Chun Sing brought up the
concept of the “pedagogy of one”,
which refers to the
personalisation of education
for a child according to his or her
needs and strengths.
While technology will play a

significant role in this move,
teachers remain key for
educating a nation.

To plan a single 40-minute
lesson, a teacher needs to
consider the content to be
covered, the best pedagogical
methods for engaging students
and how to make full use of
various resources, including
technology.
An excellent teacher, as

a study of award-winning
English-language teachers by
my NIE colleagues found, utilises
his or her autonomy to design
lessons with a student-oriented
mindset, flexibly adapting the
lessons to optimise learning.
In 1957, Singapore’s literacy rate

was 52 per cent.
Today, the country counts as

one of the highest performing
ones on the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and
Development’s Programme
for International Student
Assessment tests.
More crucially, we continue

to engage with the question of
how we can create opportunities
for our children to flourish.
The education of a nation is

accumulative, beginning with my
door-knocking grandmother, and
many others like her.
To the many educators who

continue in her footsteps, happy
Teachers’ Day.
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• In memoriam Madam Zhang Juan,
1925-2024

SINGAPORE POLO CLUB’S
OUTREACH POLO
TOURNAMENT AND
CARNIVAL

Go on pony rides, feed horses
and play games at Singapore
Polo Club’s carnival on Sept 15.
The club in Mount Pleasant

Road will be open to the public
from 10am to 6pm.
There will also be kiddy train

rides around its sand tracks and
food stalls offering Ramly burgers,
Turkish kebabs and nacho chips.
Purchase $50 coupon booklets

to participate in the activities. The
money raised will go to the club’s
Outreach Fund benefitting four or-
ganisations: Children’s Aid Society,
GatewayArts,Muscular Dystrophy
Association (Singapore) and

Sunshine Welfare Action Mission,
also known as Swami Home.
Plus, your family can catch thrill-

ing tournaments featuring players
from theAtomsPoloAcademy, and
seasoned players vying for the
championship trophy.
Go to bit.ly/SPCOutreach to find

out more.

Fun With Kids Make family time all the more special with these ideas and activities

Feed horses at Singapore Polo Club’s
charity carnival on Sept 15.
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DONALD DUCK-THEMED LIGHT-UP
AT VIVOCITY

Donald Duck’s 90th birthday celebration continues
at VivoCity. Join the beloved Disney character’s
party at the mall’s Sky Park on level 3 until Sept 22.
The free event features six beach-themed 3D

installations, such as a tunnel of oversized life
buoys and a 7.5m-tall Donald-themed boat. Youwill
find displays of his nephews Huey, Dewey and
Louie too, and friends Daisy Duck, Chip and Dale.
Admission is from 10am daily and the photo

points are lit from 6 to 10pm.
The mall also held birthday activities for Donald

Duck fans during the June school holidays.
This time around, the light-up coincides with the

Mid-Autumn Festival. There are Disney-themed
mooncakes and merchandise at level 1.
Go to vivocity.com.sg for details.

Check out illuminated displays of Donald Duck
and friends at VivoCity’s Sky Park until Sept 22.
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JACK AND THE BEANSTALK
THEATRE SHOW

Fee-fi-fo-fum – timeless fairy
tale Jack And The Beanstalkwill
come alive again at the Drama
CentreBlackBox fromSept14 to
22.
The production by Britain-

based children’s theatre com-
pany Lyngo Theatre was last
staged at the same venue in
2016.
The hour-long, one-man

show follows Jack on his extra-
ordinary journey in the land
above the clouds after he trades
his cow for five magic beans.
Recommended for families

with children aged three to
eight, the free-seating tickets

are priced at $35 a person for
shows on weekdays and $48 on
weekends.
The performance is presented by

Singapore’s Act 3 International. Go
to str.sg/ud43 for details.

Jack And The
Beanstalk will be
performed at the
Drama Centre
Black Box. PHOTO:
ALEX BRENNER

•A former secondary school
teacher, Associate Professor Loh
Chin Ee is a teacher educator at the
National Institute of Education,
Nanyang Technological University.


