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Distinguished guests, 

 

Fellow Graduands, 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

A very good afternoon to all of you. My name is You Kai and I teach History and English 

Language at Sembawang Secondary School. To the members of the audience, thank you 

for joining us graduands in celebrating the first of what would (hopefully) be many more 

milestones in our professional journey as educators. To my fellow batch mates of the 2013 

PGDE (Secondary) programme, congratulations. We are now full-fledged members of 

Singapore’s teaching fraternity. Today marks the day where we graduate from having to 

hand up homework, to having to chase students for them; from having to worry about getting 

to class on time, to having to worry about whether our students will turn up for class.  

 

As we bid farewell to our short-lived time as post-graduate student teachers, it is apt to 

reflect on what we’ve learnt over the past year.  

 

Broadly speaking, we’ve learnt how to teach our various assigned subjects in the classroom, 

and how to operate within the milieu of the larger education system.  Some lessons have 

stood out more than others. We’ve learnt, for example, that putting your teaching material on 

PowerPoint doesn’t quite make your lesson “ICT-enabled”. We’ve learnt that classroom 

management is a much more sophisticated art than the raising of one’s voice, and is 

definitely not about the proficient use of a feather duster. We’ve also learnt that when a 

member of Singapore’s teaching fraternity talks about a Swiss Roll, there is more than half a 

chance that s/he is talking about something that cannot be eaten.  

But perhaps more important and more valuable are the insights we’ve gained outside the 

framework of formal instruction.  The 10 weeks of Practicum, in particular, gave us the 

opportunity to marry theory with practice, and to understand how the pedagogies and 

policies we learnt about in NIE are operationalised in schools.  

 



Despite being posted to different schools, I think I speak for everyone when I say that 

Practicum was a sobering experience, a painful but necessary reality check of sorts. It was 

in Practicum that we realised that students in schools don’t quite conform to the perfect 

students of our imagination.  Students in schools rarely comprehend everything we say at 

the first time of asking; they do not have all the correct answers to our questions. They do 

not magically self-organise into groups, nor do they submit flawless work on time, all the 

time.  They have mood swings and limited attention spans.  

 

Like many of you, I struggled with this reality for a time. I asked myself: why aren’t the 

students motivated? Why can’t they be more self-directed? Why did they not seem to care? 

But not long after, I realised I was asking the wrong questions. Or rather, in my frustration, I 

had forgotten to ask myself the most basic, and the most important question of all – that is, 

why am I here? Why are we here, in the Teaching Service? For it is precisely because our 

students are not yet motivated that they need us to inspire them. It is precisely because our 

students are not yet self-directed that they need us to extend a guiding hand. And it is 

precisely because our students do not yet know how to care for themselves that they need 

us to show concern for them.      

 

Throughout the year, we have been constantly asked: what does it mean to teach? What 

does it mean to be a teacher? These are questions of teacher identity – questions that guide 

our actions and beliefs as educators. These are also difficult questions. For while no one is 

going to dispute that the fundamental purpose of a teacher and of teaching is to educate the 

young, there is no common consensus on what exactly is meant by this in practice. Should a 

teacher be first and foremost an educator who transmits values, or an educator who 

transmits academic knowledge? Should a teacher prioritise helping students pass the tests 

of life over helping students pass the tests of school?  

 

There are no right or wrong answers, but teachers are expected to strike an appropriate 

balance to the question of what it means to be a teacher, depending on context, 

circumstance, as well as the profile of the students whom we manage. But sometimes, 

because there are no clear cut answers, we rely on the convenience of established 

procedures, rather than our inner compass, to guide us in our decision making. Instead of 

thinking long and hard about what our students need and following through with appropriate 

actions, we take the easy way out. We look at generic institutional guidelines and say “I will 

do A, B and C because it states here that doing A, B and C makes me a good teacher, so 

doing A, B and C must be good for my students”. We meet paper objectives, but have we 

educated the child? When we simply do things, but do not question and reflect about why we 

do things, it is easy to lose sight of what it means to be a teacher. In doing so, we lose sight 

of our reason for being in the Teaching Service.  

 

What then is needed of us, as beginning teachers – as teachers of the Singapore Education 

Service? Perhaps more than ever, we need clarity of vision and a deep sense of purpose in 

what we are doing, no matter where we are in the Service – a vision and a sense of purpose 

that is guided by doing what is right and best for the child. It is this inner compass that will 

remind us that we cannot waver or shirk from the heavy responsibility that has been 

entrusted to us, because everything that we do (or not do) impacts our students’ 

development. This inner compass will guide us to not simply do things, but to do things right. 

And when the going gets tough – on days when we feel stretched in so many different 



directions – it is this inner compass that will keep us going, by reassuring us that it will all be 

worth it in the end.  

 

It is said that it takes an entire village to raise a child. Like the child of this proverb, we are 

who we are today only because we have had the benefit of guidance given to us by many 

people over the course of our lives. Our parents, loved ones, teachers and friends allowed 

us to make mistakes over and over again. More importantly, they helped us to learn from 

these mistakes. They gave us second chances. They believed in what we could do when we 

ourselves may have been blind to our own capabilities. Like these people who have raised 

us, we need patience, fortitude, and faith to raise the next generation.  

Fellow graduands, let us continue to support one another as we join the teaching fraternity to 

shape the future of our nation.  

 

Thank you.  


