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Synopsis

As a practitioner in a mainstream neighbourhood school, it is a far too common occurrence that pupils by and large remain apathetic towards their learning, intellectual growth, and comprehension of general knowledge and awareness. This in itself serves as a pedagogical indictment, not only on them, but also on that of the education system as a whole. Rather than lament the fact of the matter, and castigate all and sundry for the sorry state of affairs, this practitioner has attempted to make a minor change to the equation, and tip the balance towards a more informed and interested audience among both the staff and pupils.

	Among the changes introduced, there is now a notice board dedicated to the broadcasting of groundbreaking news both local and global, coupled with TV displays, announcements, circulars, and accompanying worksheets. Class discussions and peer sharing are some of the approaches used to engender participation and foster the voicing of individual opinions and the ideation process. The relationship of these news to National Education are made on a rather explicit level, and this serves to bring about relevance as well as greater appreciation of our societal ethos.

	This is looked upon as a long-term process where pupils can begin to grow and mature over time. The process of sourcing and sieving out worthy news pieces as well as the creation of material will in time be handed over to student ambassadors who will be trained to have a more developed consciousness in assessing the import and relevance of the material. The end result of this process approach is for the pupils to have a better grasp of their identity as global citizens rooted in a local heritage, and improving their ability in the English Language and Humanities subjects.


Preamble

One of the fundamental concerns this author has as a returning educator is managing the expediency of the learning process of his charges. From a management perspective, his having been brought up on a steady diet of Drucker and Total Quality Management (TQM) principles during his Masters of Business Administration (MBA) days, doing things effectively and quickening the process through the best practices and means possible is of the essence.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  This author was trained as a teacher, and holds a first degree majoring in English Literature and History. Peter Drucker was the world’s foremost authority on management, organisational theory, and the knowledge economy: “In a world of quick fixes and glib explanations, a world of fads and simplistic PowerPoint lessons, he understood that the job of leading people and institutions is filled with complexity. He taught generations of managers the importance of picking the best people, of focusing on opportunities and not problems, of getting on the same side of the desk as your customer, of the need to understand your competitive advantages, and to continue to refine them. He believed that talented people were the essential ingredient of every successful enterprise… And it was Drucker again who wrote about the contribution of knowledge workers -- in the 1970s -- long before anyone knew or understood how knowledge would trump raw material as the essential capital of the New Economy.”
Byrne, John A., “The Man Who Invented Management: Why Peter Drucker’s ideas still matter” in Bloomberg Businessweek, Nov. 28, 2005.] 


The world is rapidly changing, and the question is no longer who is a digital native or a ‘noob’.[footnoteRef:3] Even that term “noob” is rapidly dropping out of this present generation’s vocabulary, when it was only four years ago that it had been birthed into our consciousness as a functioning lingo much loved by gamers and their equally connected peers. Catching our students’ attention and nurturing their curiosity towards learning is no longer a given, and coming to the teaching profession expecting their academic and / or social allegiance readily is a sure ticket to depression and professional suicide. [3:  Noob – slang for newbie.] 


A burgeoning phenomenon is that of the seemingly educated ignoramus. Personally, this author has met quite a few in his teaching career, especially of late, where apparently street-smart students employ the latest lingo in class, indulge in chatter and banter of superficial topics and issues generated by the gargantuan mechanism of popular and alternative culture, thereby exuding a persona of informed-ness and know-it-all. This perhaps is the modern version of the stereotypical smart aleck. Alas, probe a little deeper, and the visage crumbles into a decadent mish-mash of hubris and tunnel vision.


In Perspective

Having been posted to a neighbourhood school for a second stint, it quickly became apparent to this author that the general cohort of students who inhabit that academic environment lacks general awareness of the world at large. It seems statistically true that quite a number of them live in that particular physical locale (within a 1.5km radius of the school), and this to a great extent determines their socio-economic background, which in turn affects their learning potential and educational / intellectual fecundity. In any case, for most of the students whom this author have personally interacted with, the learning currency is not considered much of a premium, and learning itself is either viewed with scepticism, or derided as tedium levelled at them by an alien elite. And the upward curve of this trend grows steeper the older they are, with the graduating pupils solely concerned with knowing or more correctly, memorising enough to clear their General Certificate of Education (GCE) ‘O’ and ‘N’ Level Examinations.

The hurdle facing any educator in such a situation then is that getting through to these students who come mainly from relatively poorer academic / linguistic and usually not so well-to-do socio-economic backgrounds is a constant challenge, never mind the syllabus. Compounded with this already fearsome spectacle are the ever-present challenges of dealing with the students’ threefold problem with perception, individual thought, and empathy. These issues especially come to the fore when the subjects English Language and the Humanities are taught.

The perplexing phenomenon that greets teachers of these subjects on any given day is that first and foremost, students hold the view that English, as a medium, is just that – a necessary evil. For some of them, having been pushed up the system, they think they know just enough English to get by, and having no real love or feel for the language either as a language or even as a subject, they are content to coast by, having just a rudimentary grasp of what passes off as English to them. This has repercussions on the Humanities subjects, and the ripple effects affect primarily English Literature. Should students from schools with higher mean scores demonstrate this behaviour, imagine how students from neighbourhood schools with comparatively lower mean scores display their contempt.

This mention of English underscores a more pervasive problem, and that is the students’ general apathy towards current affairs and their lack of sustained, self-motivated reading results in an inability to grasp the finer nuances in Reading Comprehension. Inferential skills are a prerequisite not only in improving Comprehension scores, but also in performing well in English Literature, and to a slightly lesser extent, History. That said, inferential skills are critical in a general reading of daily human affairs, both at the local and individual level and on a global scale.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  This paper does not pretend to explore the many-layered intricacies involved in the teaching and learning of the English Language and the Humanities subjects. This is mentioned only to forward the inevitable conclusion, that certain skills are sacrificed, or more correctly, auto-ejected by these myopic learners.] 


One only has to extrapolate from the above that such students would display the same apathetic attitude towards English Literature. This author has personally surveyed students individually and as a class over the span of 7 Express and 5 Normal Academic Lower Secondary classes about their keenness in reading the texts used in school, and there are students who adamantly refused to read them, despite knowing full well that these very texts would be rigorously tested.[footnoteRef:5] Such apparent defiance is not so much a discipline issue as rather, an internal denial consciously entertained by the students themselves, much to their personal detriment.[footnoteRef:6] Such matters cannot be resolved through the use of discipline, or even counselling. Rather, it is this author’s belief that such students have to be enticed, even wooed, to embrace issues that matter, through the English medium. The methodology then, is not a quick-fix, one-size-fits-all intensive remediation, but rather, a long-term process of exposure, scaffolding, interest, and self-discovery. It is more of an attempt to heal a diseased view long held by the populace, and which aims to promote an intrinsic and holistic recovery process on the part of the learner. The teacher-practitioner then holds the role of an important and necessary agent of change. [5:  It is this author’s privilege to personally teach these classes in a variety of subjects, namely, English Language, Project Work, English Literature, and History in Academic Year 2011. The reason for this deployment and assignment should be rooted in administrative and functional expediency.]  [6:  This is an interesting idea to pursue, that perhaps ill-discipline on the part of students is a direct result of their disenchantment with and rejection of the lesson and subject-matter at hand. The challenge then is not so much behaviour modification, but rather, making the lessons and subject-matter attractive to these students.] 



In Practice

First and foremost, bridging the generational divide is the most crucial step. The upsurge of interest and usage in all things technological by the young is a foregone conclusion. Being equally savvy and tech-friendly certainly helps in fostering a better image and bond among one’s students. Employing the use of social media and Web 2.0 tools, the teacher-practitioner has a ready advantage that eluded educators in an earlier era. He now has, literally at his fingertips, the power to access information and communicate / share with his students almost instantaneously. This unique leverage should neither be downplayed nor disregarded.

This author invited all his students to ‘add’ him as a friend on Facebook.[footnoteRef:7] This portal allows the speedy dissemination of ideas, links, and instructions to all his students at the push of a button. Being seen by the students to use this portal in real time is a huge factor in generating positive student sentiment towards the ‘real-ness’, practicality, and sincerity of the teacher in reaching out to the student population. The principles of Buzz Marketing could be applied in this context, where the seemingly non-threatening diffusion of articles, ideas, and links are carried out on a regular, sustained basis. This creates an automatic learning culture among the Facebook community of student-friends.[footnoteRef:8] Truth be told, Facebook is not simply a tool – it is a prerequisite. [7:  To date, this author has some 2,027 friends on Facebook, of whom easily about 500 are his present students.]  [8:  Compare this to the marketing blitz carried out by major corporations where massive amounts of money, time, and literally, men, were employed to portray a non-threatening, enticing front. Even then, to the bosses, this was well worth it. How much does it cost to have a Facebook account? Next to nothing.  For those who are more wary of sharing private details and friendships with students, one possibility is to create another Facebook account, specifically for use with students. “A recent marketing technique formerly used mainly by the entertainment industry has now become mainstream and can stretch the limits of personal and corporate integrity, especially if it is outsourced. It’s known as buzz marketing. The Harry Potter books, The Blair Witch Project movie, and the craze of Razor Kick scooters are all examples of hugely successful buzz marketing. However, now every buzz campaign will meet with the same success. The technique relies on basically untrained and often short-term subcontractors of a branded organization, generally hired by an agency or outsourced to a firm considered expert in the technique. These so-called experts, surreptitiously and often without identifying their role, build grassroots interest in a brand, product, or concept. Vespa importer Piaggio USA hired a gang of bikers to travel about on snazzy Vespas in highly trafficked areas or cool places (e.g. Los Angeles), striking up seemingly innocent conversations with people to whom being cool is important and telling them where they, too, can buy a Vespa. The bikers were on the Vespa payroll and the technique was highly successful. This kind of marketing is far less expensive than buying national advertising. The carefully identified candidate who receives the marketing message is sure to carry that message to other opinion influencers, who in turn spread the message throughout their own networks. The result is similar to receiving a virus on your computer – widespread exposure of the idea, product, or brand. The metrics of such a campaign are difficult to pin down, although many outsourcing companies who are developing expertise in this area are trying.”
Segil, Larraine, Dynamic Leader, Adaptive Organization: Ten Essential Traits for Managers, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., NY, 2002, pp. 204 - 5.
] 

During the course of teaching the students, this author leveraged on a wide gamut of varied news articles, ranging from politics to disasters, massacres to accidents.[footnoteRef:9] Videoclips, Music Television (MTV) clips, poetry, and art became the oft-quoted subjects in the classroom. For instance, a lesson could consist of Tuning-In activities or questions dealing with the issues of self-perception and awareness. It would then be followed with a screening of Paramore’s “Playing God”, and a quick survey done with the students. A commentary on the key highlights of the clip would be made, and the poem “Mirror” by Sylvia Plath would serve as the finale. Other popular culture clips such as the successful locally-produced “The Noose” dabbling in satirical / humorous twists and explorations of sensitive issues are used without abashment. They serve as hooks, as well as laying the framework for more specific discussions on rhetoric and Points-of-View (POV). [9:  Some of the topics and issues covered during lessons include: the Fukushima Nuclear Disaster, the Japan Tsunami, General Elections 2011, Presidential Elections 2011, the Thai Girl’s Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) accident, the Arab Spring uprising, the Jasmine Revolution in China, the E. Coli outbreak, and local / global population issues.] 


Perhaps it should be made explicit at this point that learning, at least where the student is concerned, should best be fun or meaningful to their experiences / predicaments. As a result, with this in mind, the material sourced should possess at least one of these essential components. It has to be reiterated at this juncture, however, that the teacher-practitioner has to be aware that not all humour translates into actual learning. It is an aid, yet it should never be taken for granted. For that matter, worksheets were employed during the discussions, and students’ perceptions / personal responses were solicited and assessed. It cannot be stressed enough that personal involvement, ownership, and insight are critical to their learning.

From this platform, having been seasoned thus, the lessons then gravitate towards the actual syllabus at hand, that is, either language acquisition in the case of English, setting and characterisation in English Literature, or an epochal event in Singapore History. Current Affairs are thus used as the landing points to launch an all-out invasion on the students’ consciousness. It has been espoused that “all factual representations of reality, even statistical representations are narratively constructed.”[footnoteRef:10] With this in mind then, it undergirds the induction methods of learning that is being attempted here. Through the use of narrative constructs, students are invited to think about, ponder, or question their assumptions and responses in relation to the subjects at hand. This is particularly effective when one considers that the story-telling or layering process is a key ingredient in learning.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Clough, Patricia, The End(s) of Ethnography, London, Sage, 1992, p. 2.]  [11:  “Social life is extremely complex, and attempts to explain it through analytical categories or formulae (of the a + b = c variety) should always be offered simply as frameworks for comprehension with explicit recognition of their limitations.”
Goodson, Ivor F. and Sikes, Pat, Life History Research in Education Settings: Learning from Lives, OUP, Berkshire, 2008, p. 2.
] 


Coupled with these approaches, this author has, together with a Senior Teacher, put up a Current Affairs Board centrally located in the School Canteen.[footnoteRef:12] They update the news bites with an emphasis on the key National Education Messages regularly, to the frequency of once a fortnight, and at times, once a month. The school leaders also weigh in regularly on Friday mornings, with a short excerpt / brief on certain pertinent local or global Current Affairs issues straight after Flag-raising. Prepared briefs were put up in the staff toilets, where staff can read up on the very same topics that are being broadcast to the students via the Board and the TV announcement system. At times, email briefs, printouts, and even worksheets would be disseminated to the teachers for them to go over with their students in class. Exercises and Mass Participation tie-ins have also been executed, with both the process and product being important emphases.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  The Senior Teacher, Mrs. Stacey Choo, broached the idea for having a Current Affairs Board.]  [13:  Tie-ins include: Students’ Balloting Exercise for Presidential Election 2011, Crane-folding, collection and delivery for Japan in wake of the Fukushima Disaster, and Creation of Get-well cards for Thai girl involved in the MRT accident.] 


It is fitting to mention that this author had the benefit of having a whole-school ideology backing him up. In Boon Lay Secondary School, there exists an integrated Project Work approach known as the Hearts Programme. It is a multidisciplinary and groupwork assessment at the Lower Secondary levels, and accounts for a relatively heavy weightage of the Semestral Assessment (SA) marks. Combining English, English Literature, History, and Geography, it requires the student groups to create a 5,000 word book, a newsletter, an MTV clip, and an Interview Journal, depending on what level and stream they are in. This allows this author to further create links that tie in his materials and efforts to make it a cohesive whole for his students. This allows for greater synthesis of material, thereby leading to greater exposure for the students. There is also continued and sustained exploration and emphasis on any given theme / topic.

Finally, the whole school approach, with the corporate buy-in of the school leaders and other teachers, makes the entire process a lot easier. The prevalent and continuous diffusion of the materials and Current Affairs issues through a wide range of platforms allow for greater exposure and retention, not only for the students, but also for the staff. The aim is for the student leaders, namely the National Education (NE) ambassadors to progress eventually to take ownership of the Current Affairs Board and the selection and preparation of the materials to be put up and disseminated.

Would this approach still be possible even if the teacher-practitioner is without the benefit of having other like-minded colleagues? Yes, it is, albeit more challenging and more tightly-focused. The key is to start and believe in tomorrow’s opportunity.[footnoteRef:14]	 [14:  Haas Edersheim, Elizabeth, The Definitive Drucker, McGraw-Hill, NY, 2007, p. 83.
] 

(2,301 words)



THE END
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