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Literature Division of the ELL Academic Group

Welcome to enl*ght, the first of a bi-
annual newsletter by the Literature 
Division of the English Language and 
Literature Department at the National 
Institute of Education. In line with our 
inaugural Writers and Teachers Series, 
a group of pre-service teachers are 
launching enl*ght, a bi-annual newsletter 
and online site that will provide teachers 
with resources for teaching Asian texts. 

Why Asian literature, and specifically, why 
Singapore literature?

One key reason that Singapore literature 
should be very much part of the literature 
curriculum is that literature is a way to 
enter into culturally relevant conversations 
that are important for participating 
in conversations that matter in the 
community we live in. Literary texts are 
depositories of stories that mediate our 
understanding of the world, and provide 
a space for engaging in dialogue about 
what it means to be human within different 
communities. By studying Singapore 
literature (among other literature), 
we enable our students to engage in 
conversations about nation and world 
in a meaningful manner. Global flows 
are mediated locally, and local longings 
often transform and drive global flows. 
Meaningful conversations in a global 
world must include dialogues about the 
local, which is intricately intertwined with 
the global.

In the hectic rush of Singapore life, 
teachers may find little time to read new 
texts or to come together to create new 
materials. We hope that enl*ght will be 
an inspiration for using Singapore and 
Asian literature and for rethinking the role 
of literature in Singapore. By providing 
resources that teachers can use, we hope 
that more teachers will be encouraged to 
bring Singapore and Asian literature into 
their classrooms.

Wishing all teachers a blessed New Year!
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wondering how they might work out in the 
classroom. We hope that our publication 
opens the lines of communication 
between in-service teachers and 
ourselves to spark conversation on what 
works and what doesn’t in the different 
classrooms across Singapore. 

In order for this conversation to take place, 
we have set up a website called enl*ght 
Online at enlight-online.com. On this 
website, you will be able to access more 
teaching materials and give us feedback 
on our publication. enl*ght Online is also 
a great platform for you to share your own 
ideas with other educators. Alternatively, 
you may email us at nie.enlight@gmail.
com if you have any feedback on our 
publication. 

Admittedly, it is a rather awkward 
experience writing an introduction to a 
newsletter for in-service teachers. As 
student-teachers with little teaching 
experience, we seem to lack authority 
over issues of curriculum, lesson plans 
or the like. Nevertheless, what we seem 
to lack in experience we hope we make 
up with enthusiasm and passion (which 
we secretly believe are two of the most 
important characteristics of a teacher)! 
While this issue may be our first, it will 
definitely not be the last. This project has 
definitely added value to our education at 
NIE and we truly hope you will try some of 
these ideas in your class. 

Enjoy! 

Best wishes,  

 
Kelvin Zhong and Nadiah Song

Editors’ Note

Dear Readers, 

Welcome to the very first issue of enl*ght! 
As student editors, we are thrilled to share 
with you our thoughts and experiences 
from working on this special project.

In this issue, we focus on Jean Tay’s 
Boom, one of the newly prescribed texts 
in “O” Level Literature syllabus. You will 
find articles on the use of Facebook to 
teach characterization, how to make use 
of short films to contextualize the play as 
well as other creative ideas to supplement 
your teaching of the text. 

Many of these ideas come from our class 
discussions and microteaching sessions 
in NIE. With this publication, we hope that 
these ideas will travel out of campus and 
into real classrooms through teachers 
such as yourselves. Sharing our ideas 
with the larger teaching community gives 
us a sense of satisfaction – we would 
like to think that our ideas are able to 
serve a better purpose than earning the 
coveted “A” grade. Furthermore, some of 
these ideas provide almost instant lesson 
plans - surely a not-too underestimated 
commodity considering a teacher’s busy 
schedule. 

By getting you to try these ideas in class, 
this publication creates opportunity 
for conversations between in-service 
teachers and student-teachers. As 
student-teachers, we are always creating 
ideas and activities, but are constantly left 

enl*ght is a bi-annual 
publication by the Literature 

Division of the ELL Academic 
Group (NIE), produced with 
support from the National 
Institute of Education. It 

wishes to promote the culture 
of sharing among English 

Literature educators. It aims 
to facilitate discussions 

of literary texts and ideas 
which can be used in the 

classroom, generating ideas 
and inspiration between 
student-teachers, literary 

figures and in-service 
teachers in Singapore.

GENERAL ENQUIRIES 
nie.enlight@gmail.com

WEB 
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Feature: Dialogue 
Session with Jean Tay
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A dramatisation of Scenes 1 and 2 from 
Act 1 of Boom by PGDE student-teachers 
(above and right)

Jean Tay sharing a laugh with Dr. Loh Chin Ee

A dialogue session with Jean Tay was 
held in the morning of 19 November 
2010. The first event in the Teachers and 
Writers Series, the dialogue session was 
organized by the Literature Division of 
the ELL Academic Group at the NIE. The 
series aims to provide Literature teachers 
with an opportunity to meet with novelists, 
poets, playwrights, film-makers and other 
cultural producers to discuss specific 
texts, aspects of the artistic process and 
teaching possibilities. 

In the dialogue session, Jean spoke 
about the inspiration for her writing, 
the production process, how Boom is 
relevant to the Ministry of Education’s 
teaching outcomes and how it is culturally 
relevant to our students today. The talk 
was followed by a discussion with the 
audience of in-service teachers, student-
teachers and NIE academic staff.

Online access to the transcript and video 
extracts from the session, reviews of 
stage productions of Boom, and practical 
teaching resources can be found on 
enl*ght Online at enlight-online.com. 

BY CLARYCE LUM
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Boom - 
A Short Review

Boom is a play written by local playwright 
Jean Tay, and is now an ‘O’ and ‘N’ 
Level Literature text. Set in land-scarce 
Singapore during a time of property 
booms as seen by the surge in en-
bloc sales, which coincides with the 
implementation of the policy of exhuming 
graves that are more than 15 years old, 
the play demonstrates a recurring trope 
of the preoccupation with majority needs. 

With this trend forming the backdrop 
of the play, Boom reveals the struggle 
of the individual against the pressure 
to conform to the needs of the majority. 
In Boom, despite pressures from her 
neighbours to participate at the en-bloc 
sale, Boon’s mother wants to remain 
at her old apartment and wait for her 
husband’s return. Boon wants to be 
successful in a socially-desirable way 
but in his pursuits, forgets what he wants 
in life. The corpse in the grave awaits 
his impending exhumation because the 
country and the living need the land. 
Jeremiah, a civil servant wants to serve 
the people but was met with disdain by 
his superiors. It is obvious that these 
characters have individual needs that 
differ from the majority but for them, there 
is only one fate and one ending. 

In a way, reading Boom is like 
experiencing Boon’s dream about his 
father visiting him. It is a jostling reminder 
about our society’s drive towards a 
socially-defined goal. The well-timed use 
of humour exuded a sense of familiarity 
and connection which serves a dual 
effect of cushioning the revelations of 
some pertinent issues and also made 
them more apparent: Is an economic 
boom really beneficial to all? The property 
agents love it. What about the individual? 
The corpse genuinely wants to stay. In 
the wake of economic progress, do these 
individual voices not matter anymore? 
Are we so driven that we forget what we 
have been striving for? Or do we need a 
visit from Boon’s father?  

BY KELVIN ZHONG

Themes are main ideas found in a literary 
text. The following is not intended to 
be an exhaustive list of the themes 
highlighted in Boom. Instead, it aims to 
provide a glimpse of some of the burning 
issues that the text presents, which can 
be discussed with students in class. 

Temporal nature of homes and places 
One of the most obvious concerns in 
the text is about the temporal nature of 
homes, or of resting places in general. 
When the residents of the block decide to 
sell their flats, Boon’s mother is forced to 
find a new home. Similarly, land scarcity 
makes it necessary for the corpse to be 
shifted to a new location. Considering 
these events, students can be asked 
the following questions – Why do the 
occupants of these places find it so 
difficult to leave these places behind? 
What makes these places “home”? How 
do the characters perceive the idea 
of “home” differently? What are some 
implications for Singapore’s history 
considering the demolition of these 
places? 

Burden of memory  
Recollections of the past are often 
featured in the play – Boon carries with 
him the memory of being chained to 
the tree, Boon’s mother secretly hopes 
to return to happier times just like in the 
past, Jeremiah recounts his parents’ car 
crash to the corpse and the climax of the 
play arguably occurs when the corpse 
finally remembers his previous home. This 

Exploring 
Themes in Boom
BY NADIAH SONG

concern with the past raises the following 
questions – why are the characters 
always holding on to the past? How do 
they eventually move beyond this? Do 
these personal memories carry a larger 
significance for Singapore’s collective 
memory? 

Burden of duty  
While the premise of Jeremiah’s job as a 
civil servant is the root of much comedy in 
the play, it also raises questions regarding 
the duties and responsibilities of various 
characters. How are we to perceive 
Jeremiah’s eagerness in “working the 
ground”? In contrast, how does Boon 
perceive his duty as a son to his parents? 
What about Boon’s mother’s decision to 
defend her husband against loansharks 
and even Boon? 

Tension between old/new + young/old 
The abovementioned themes all 
contribute to this overarching concern of 
tension between old and new spaces, as 
well as young and old characters. While 
young characters such as Boon and 
Jeremiah seem to be more accustomed 
to change, older characters seem more 
reluctant to let go of the past. Is the play 
making a commentary on generational 
differences in Singapore? What are 
some of the predictions that it seems to 
make about Singapore’s future? What 
do students themselves feel about the 
changes that are taking place around 
them? 

These questions will hopefully spark 
some interesting discussions in class, 
which can be related to other aspects 
of the play such as characterization and 
setting. 

A mind map of some of the themes in Boom
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So Boomz!: Using Facebook to Teach Characterization in Boom

Perceived as antagonistic to productivity, Facebook has a bad reputation in many classrooms. However it’s no secret that students 
find a way to check their Facebook accounts whether teachers know it or not – on their iPhones, Blackberries, even their Nokias. 
Instead of making Facebook the enemy, why not co-opt the platform for teaching and learning? In this article, find out how 
teachers can use Facebook to teach characterization in texts like Boom.  
 
When can I conduct this lesson? 
This lesson can be conducted when students already have some knowledge of the plot and are somewhat familiar with the 
characters.  
 
I’m so excited – tell me, how can I use Facebook?! 
Step 1 – Decide on which characters should have Facebook accounts 
Do you want to create accounts for all characters? How many students should manage each account? Will you create duplicate 
accounts for various characters? 
 
Step 2 – Create an email account for each character 
You’ll need an email account to sign up for Facebook. Hotmail is recommended over Gmail as the latter requires additional 
authentication and limits the number of email accounts that you can set up.  

 
Step 3 – Create a Facebook account 
It’s easy! Just head on to www.
facebook.com and fill in the characters’ 
particulars. It takes no longer than 2 
minutes. At the end of registration, you 
will have a blank profile which should 
look like Screenshot 1.

Step 4 – Include instructions on 
customization of profile 
Here’s the tricky part. Depending on 
what you want students to recall and 
learn, you may customize different parts 
of the profile according to your needs. 
Facebook has more than a hundred 
apps, so the potential for customization 
is endless. However, basic information 
on the profile page such as profile 
pictures, bios and quotations may be 
a good place to start. You can include 
instructions on what you would like 
students to do in each section. Just click 
“edit”!  
 
After you’ve included the instructions, 
your profile will look something like 
Screenshot 2. 
 
Step 5 – Let students take over 
Give students the email address and 
password for the character they’re 
in charge of and let them take over. 
The best part about this activity is that 
minimal explanation of how to use 
Facebook is required!  

>> continued on page 6

BY NADIAH SONG

Screenshot 2: Profile page with teacher’s instructions

Screenshot 1: Blank profile page
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Here’s a look at how one profile looked like after students gave their input: 

>> So Boomz!, continued from page 5

 
So what happens next?

Boon “likes” this profile: Online feedback 
Get your class to “friend request” each others’ characters on Facebook. They can give each other feedback on the character’s 
profile through comments and “likes” on the profile. You may also provide your own feedback on the activity through your own 
profile.  
 
Poll questions/Status updates 
The creation of a profile reinforces students’ knowledge of the facts associated with each character. How do we stretch students 
beyond mere recollection of facts? A potential follow-up activity that can be conducted on Facebook is the setting up of a poll 
on the various anticipated actions of the characters in the play. For instance, one of the major issues in the play deals with Boon 
persuading his mother to sell the house. The teacher could use the “Questions” app to create a poll based on this question. 
Students can give their opinions in character, according to the groups they have been assigned. Alternatively, groups which have 
been assigned the character of Mother can update their status with the dilemma – “Should I sell my house?” – to which other 
characters can respond. This activity can help initiate discussion, which may be brought up during the later part of the lesson.  
 
Explore Facebook! 
Teachers can explore the Notes, Photos and Videos tabs to maximize the potential of their lessons. While it is impossible to 
control the system once the stimulation starts, Facebook has the beautiful potential to generate a completely new text as complex 
as the original. Many of the learning points will emerge as pleasant surprises as they cannot be planned due to uncountable 
permutations of the ways characters interact.  
 
Unlike the classroom, the informality of Facebook provides a safe space for students to express themselves without the fear of 
being “wrong” and allows them to have fun while learning. While we teachers have to keep in mind that Facebook should not (and 
cannot!) be a replacement for the text itself, students may at last breathe a sigh of relief that their favourite website, once banned 
from the classroom, can now can now be legitimately cited as work. 

Screenshot 3: Profile page with student input
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Boom + Film in the 
Classroom

Stimulating, convenient and a sure-
fire remedy for students’ fast-dwindling 
attention spans, films serve as extremely 
valuable educational tools for teachers on 
the lookout for creative ways to approach 
literature lessons. Whether as a trigger for 
student discussion, a medium for critical 
thinking, or a strategy to contextualize 
abstract concepts, films are truly rich and 
nuanced resources that offer a multitude 
of exciting possibilities for teaching 
and learning. Thus, in keeping with this 
edition’s feature spotlight on Jean Tay’s 
Boom, this article takes a closer look at 
useful film resources that teachers can 
incorporate in their teaching of the play.

1. Diary of a Nation (1988) by Singapore 
Broadcasting Corporation (SBC)
This is a ten-part documentary that 
focuses on the key national issues facing 
Singapore during the post-independence 
years. Episode 4 entitled “Homes for Our 
People” looks specifically at the issue of 
housing and the unique land constraints 
faced by policy makers in their 
development plans for the nation. This 
resource is a useful way to contextualize 
the issue of land scarcity that forms the 
background of Boom and to encourage 
students to think about the way housing 
was conceptualized in Singapore’s early 
years.

2. Moving House (2001) by Tan Pin Pin
A documentary commissioned by the 
Discovery Networks Asia Channel, 
Moving House depicts the specific 
experience of the Chew family. Forced 
to relocate the remains of their relatives 
to a columbarium due to changing land 
policies, the family reflects on the loss of 
tradition and communal spirit that such 
a change signifies. Offering a real-world 
perspective on the issue of exhumation 
as raised in Boom, the film provides 
students with the means to situate the 
text within reality and to reflect upon the 
concerns of loss and desecration that 
permeate the play.

BY SANAH AKHTAR

3. Singapore Dreaming (2006) by Colin 
Goh and Woo Yen Yen
A local production centering on the 
conflicts, troubles and strained family 
relations of a typical Singaporean 
Chinese family as they pursue the elusive 
Singapore Dream. Similar to Boom in 
its contextual background and many of 
its thematic concerns, the film offers an 
interesting point of comparison to the 
play that is worth further exploration in the 
classroom.  

4. Invisible City (2007) by Tan Pin Pin
This award winning documentary 
features images of Singapore past and 
present alongside interviews with the 
very photographers, journalists and 
archaeologists involved in documenting 
the history of the city. Highlighting the 
fragility of history and memory, the 
production explores how each individual 
defines Singapore through his or her 
own memory and experiences, unique 
from everyone else’s’. This film is a useful 
resource to consider the position of the 
Mother in Boom and how she derives 
meaning through memory and the 
significance she ties to places and things.

5. Old Places (2010) by Royston Tan
A made for television documentary 
feature, the film presents the voices 
of Singaporeans as they recall their 
memories of disappearing places in 
Singapore. These places of nostalgia 
include the back alleys of Chinatown 
where street barbers plied their craft, 
traditional confectionary shops and 
pre-Independence Day coffee shops. 
This particular film can be utilised as a 
springboard for students to consider how 
personal experiences are layered upon 
physical space, infusing them with an 
identity and significance that resonates 
with the people connected to such 
spaces.

Online links to these resources as well 
as other practical teaching material for 
Boom can be found on enl*ght Online at 
enlight-online.com. 

Of the three sets of printable lesson plans 
and worksheets available, you will find a 
lesson on the use of Facebook to teach 
characterisation in Boom (explained 
in more detail on page 5 and 6 of this 
issue), a lesson on the study of the 

theme of realities and expectations in 
Boom in relation to Singapore Dreaming, 
and a lesson on the study of setting and 
atmosphere with reference to Tan Pin 
Pin’s documentary Moving House. 
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Tan Pin Pin’s Moving House is 
avaliable in The Tan Pin Pin Collection 
and Singapore Shorts I, available 
at all Kinokuniya outlets. Singapore 
Dreaming can be found at Kinokuniya 
as well as all good DVD stores.
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Ten Ideas for 
Teaching Boom

COMPILED BY LOH CHIN EE

Here’s a list of ten more ideas (in 
addition to the ones already provided) 
for teaching Boom and for raising 
conversations in the literature classroom. 

01Have students perform the 
play in class (see improvisations by NIE 
PGDE students during Jean Tay’s talk for one 
example). There’s nothing like performance to 
get the students engaged and talking about the 
play. Some tips to help make the dramatization 
more successful: 

a) Mark out the physical space for acting so 
students do not stick to the wall.

b) Remind students to face the audience.
c) Let students have one or two props where 

necessary to help them perform.
d) Give them enough time to decide on their 

roles and to have a short rehearsal.
Boom moves between the lighthearted and 
the serious. Having students act it out will 
allow them to discuss setting and mood, 
characterization as well as dramatic techniques 
that are relevant to their understanding of the 
play.

02Use cultural artifacts such as 
newspaper articles and online discussions 
to generate conversations. For example, 
actual enbloc (past and present) sales can 
be used to jumpstart discussions about 
housing and change in the Singapore 
context. An interesting site to explore is 
ilovemandaringardens.com, a website that 
explores the detriments of enbloc sales from 
residents of Mandarin Gardens. Policy articles 
as well as articles on preservation of old 
buildings may be helpful.

03Have students draw on personal 
memories of people and place to jumpstart 
discussions about memory. For example, 
students can bring photographs of their family 
members and share a memory about the 
person. Students can also talk about things 
that are important to them (think, the tree in 
Boom) and why they are important to them.

04Have students explore issues 
of memory via documentaries and movies. 
An interesting BBC documentary that 

What can you find 
on enl*ght Online?
1. Transcript and video 
extracts from dialogue 
session with Jean Tay

2. Boom Lesson Plans 
a. Boom & Singapore 

Dreaming
i. Synopsis of film and 

selected clips 
ii. Printable Lesson Plan 

and Worksheet
b. Characterisation in Boom 

using Facebook
i. Printable Lesson Plan 

and Worksheet
c. Setting and Atmosphere 

in Boom
i. Printable Lesson Plan 

and Worksheet

3. Boom + Film – useful 
links to film-related 
resources

4. Reviews of local and 
international productions of 
Boom

explores memory can be found on www.
documentarytube.com/how-does-your-
memory-work. You don’t have to watch the 
entire documentary, the introduction (stop at 3 
mins 50 secs or 9 mins 34 secs) is good for 
starting conversations about what memory is 
and what it means, but if you have time, the 
documentary is worth viewing. Some questions 
to ask: What do we remember? Why do we 
remember certain things? What does memory 
do to place? What does place do to memory? 

05Invite Jean Tay to talk to your 
students! It is always interesting to hear the 
author’s perspective. That failing, use the 
dialogue session and relevant sections of the 
transcript provided on this website to peek into 
the playwriting process. Use the transcript as 
a guide to decide what is relevant for you to 
show to your class.

06Read reviews of Boom (see 

enl*ght Online at enlight-online.com for some). 
Students can review the reviews as a critical 
exercise to decide if they agree with the 
reviewers. Students should be critical about 
Boom and discuss the merits of the play as 
well as the issues raised by the play.

07If you have time, there are other 
literary works that you can study alongside 
Boom. 

a) Plays such as Kuo Pao Kun’s The Coffin 
is Too Big for the Hole, which incidentally 
deals with dead men and graveyards 
as well. Issues of identity, conformity, 
change arise in this entertaining yet 
thought-provoking monologue.

b) Read poems in No Other City (edited 
by Alvin Pang and Aaron Lee), a 
compilation of literature by Singapore 
poets from different generations. Some 
poems include Change Alley by Boey 
Kim Cheng, Singapore River by Lee Tzu 
Pheng, Trees by David Leo and Animal 
Farm by Sherrie Lee. Poems in this 
anthology are also useful for preparing 
students for the Unseen paper.

c) Use Alfian Saat’s Corridor and Minfong 
Ho’s Tanjong Rhu as accompanying 
short stories for discussing about place 
and change. The stories can be found 
in the anthology Island Voices, edited by 
Angelia Poon and Sim Wai Chew.

08Organize learning journeys that 
centre around issues of place and memory. 
Some ideas include visits to the HDB Hub, 
cemetery walks, and exploring places both 

traditional and modern in Singapore. For 
example, students could do a project where 
they trace the development of Toa Payoh (and 
other HDB estates) and follow up with a visit to 
the actual site to observe changes against the 
photographs they have collected. On another 
note, the poem, A Brief History of Toa Payoh 
by Koh Buck Song in No Other City is a great 
accompaniment.

09Of course, where possible, 
watching actual dramatizations put up by 
professional and schools will help students 
to understand what it means to watch a 
play. If you hear of any, you may want to plan 
that into your calendar. 

10Creative writing is an important 
aspect of literature that is often forgotten. 
Have students write a creative piece on 
memory and place during or after their study 
of the play. 

enlight-online.com

The next issue of enl*ght 
will examine creativity in the 
literature classroom. If you 
have ideas or lesson plans to 
share, please email us at  
nie.enlight@gmail.com.


