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REINVENTING LITERATURE EDUCATION
PROLOGUE BY ASSISTANT PROFESSOR LOH CHIN EE

Taking our cue from a public lecture organized by the National Institute of 
Education in conjunction with the Arts House in October 2014, this issue 
of enl*ght focuses on how we can reinvent our understanding and practice 
of Literature education in a media-saturated, multicultural global world. 
Ow Yeong Wai Kit opens the issue with interviews with Suzanne Choo, 
Ken Mizusawa and Dennis Yeo, all Literature educators at the National 
Institute of Education, to find out more about how we can rethink what 
counts as Literature and the ways we teach Literature to engage today’s 
youth. They argue that we need to expand the range of texts to include 
multimodal texts such as film and graphic novels, and move away from 
Eurocentric to a more inclusive and diverse Literature curriculum that in-
cludes both Singapore and world Literature. Students should also be given 
more chances to “do” Literature, to engage in what Ken calls “literary prac-
tice” through creative writing and performance.

Yeo Zhi Wen and Samantha Wan explore how we can expand our literary 
and pedagogical repertoire to include films and graphic novels. In Reel 
Pedagogy, Zhi Wen explains how films can be used to complement literary 
texts taught in the classroom – to teach literary devices, to build students’ 
knowledge, and for comparison. In Reinvent Literature: Graphic Novels 
in the Classroom, Samantha demonstrates how we can explore the dif-
ferent areas of study such as setting themes, characterization and literary 
devices through close reading of selected panels using illustrations from 
Gone Case.

Perdana Putra Pan Ping Rui makes a case for creativity in the next article, 
and creates a mnemonic (CREATE) to remind teachers how they can ap-
proach the teaching of creative writing. Creative writing can be both fun 
and challenging, and Perdana challenges teachers to insert creative writing 
as regular classroom practice. Edward Cheong’s interviews with Edmund 
Wee (Epigram Books), Fong Ho Fang (Ethos Books) and Kenny Leck 
(Math Paper Press), publishers who breathe new writing on a daily basis, 
provide insightful discussion into what constitutes good writing and the 
challenges of publishing in Singapore. To cap off the issue, Suzanne Choo 
and Tan Chin Yee, provide a book list centred around four global themes 
that we can introduce into our Literature classrooms.

All credit for this issue should go to the preservice teachers from our  
Bachelor of Arts (Education) programme and Postgraduate Diploma in 
Education who volunteered time and energy for the project. Much of 
enl*ght has been sustained by youthful energy, and it is my hope that our 
young teachers will inspire and be inspired to reinvent Literature educa-
tion for our next generation.
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TRANSFORMING LITERATURE

An interview with Suzanne Choo, Dennis Yeo and Ken Mizusawa
by Ow Yeong Wai Kit
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In a globalized, media-saturated age, how should literature be re-imagined to better cater to the needs 
and lived experiences of youth today? And in a Singaporean context, how can teachers better equip their 

students with essential reading skills, while actively encouraging them to connect with texts now and in the 
future? 

These were just some of the questions explored during a recent seminar titled “Reinventing English Lan-
guage and Literature for a New Generation”, held at the Arts House on 11 October 2014. Three experienced 

INTERVIEW



NIE educators - Dr Dennis Yeo, Mr Ken Mizusawa, and Dr Suzanne Choo - discussed some of the ways in 
which teachers can empower their students to engage with current global concerns through literature. In 
this exclusive interview, enl*ght speaks to the three educators as they share provocative ideas about rekin-
dling literature education for the next generation. 

BETWEEN ‘PACKAGE TOURISTS’ AND ‘EXTREME CLOSE READING’
Are students today losing the ability to engage 
with a text in a sustained and disciplined fashion? 

Many students today are like package tourists in 
the realm of literature, notes Mr Mizusawa. “This 
means that we, as teachers, inevitably become 
their tour guides.” 

Such over-reliance on teachers suggests that many 
students may fail to develop as independent read-
ers capable of serious engagement with texts. 

At the other end of the spectrum is the problem 
of what Dr Choo terms “extreme close read-
ing”—as when students spend two years studying 
a text in such minute detail that they can memo-
rize the plot, quote extensively from the text, or 
perform detailed character analysis, but little else. 

“It is no wonder,” remarks Dr Choo, “that this 
kind of extreme close reading has contributed to 
the public perception that literature education is 
useless.”

This perception of irrelevance is exacerbated 
given that the educational needs of a new digital 
generation seem to be unmet. 

But surely the current system gives due recogni-
tion to the importance of reading texts beyond 
traditional print media? 

Not so, argues Dr Yeo. 

The key issue is whether official rhetoric is 
substantiated by actual practice. For instance, 
although “viewing and representing” are rec-
ognized as essential skills in the 2010 English 
Language syllabus, Dr Yeo points out, the actual 
teaching of such skills has been hardly perceptible 
even today. Despite the occasional use of visuals 
in the classroom, students are often not taught 
how to ‘read’ texts they encounter more frequent-
ly like film and even memes. 

“Every year we delay this curriculum,” Dr Yeo 
warned,  “we lose an entire cohort of students.”

MASTER THE ART OF READING
How then can teachers close the gap between 
the idea and the reality, between intention and 
execution? 

“The study of literature is essentially about 
mastering the art of reading,” explains Mr 
Mizusawa. 

“Teaching our students how to read consistently 
and effectively must lie at the heart of our 
pedagogical practice.” 

This imperative entails slowing down the reading 
process in order to delve deeper into texts and tap 
on their meaning-making potential.

The teaching of reading skills also has to be 
balanced with ethical engagement. 

As Dr Choo stressed, the global increase in 
extra-territorial mobility of capital, information, 
and people – alongside the rise of terrorism and 
xenophobia – highlights the need for a stronger 
alliance between the disciplines of literature and 
global ethics. 

Through texts, students can learn to empathize 
and connect with multiple, marginalized others 
in the world.
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Attempts to change current practices, however, will be challenging. “Teachers, who were educated in the 
ways of the past,” observes Dr Yeo, “are educating the students of the present for an unknown reality of the 
future.” 

If students are to be truly prepared for the future, change must be systemic. 

INTERVIEW
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INTERVIEW

AGE OF ETHICS: Technology’s accelerated pace of development calls for an ethics-driven education to enable our youth to 
tackle increasingly complex ethical debates. Literature as a subject is in an excellent position to do just that. 



ETHICS-DRIVEN LITERARY EDUCATION: FIVE CORNERSTONES
1. Text selection

The need to select texts dealing with current global issues, such as terrorism, human trafficking, immigra-
tion, and climate change is vital. Yet due to unfamiliarity or the fear of insufficient resources, teachers are 
often reluctant to select such new texts. “This is why it is so important to have a philosophy of literature 
teaching grounded on an ethics of engagement,” Dr Choo remarks. “Otherwise we will revert to the con-
venient and familiar.” 

Teachers also need to stay current. “Keeping in touch with what youth are interested in – the latest trends, 
buzzwords, music, forms of social media – is a start,” comments Dr Yeo, who advises teachers to use such 
materials as teaching resources. “Bringing their world into the classroom makes their learning relevant and 
builds upon existing schema.”

2. Text representation
Students need to be exposed to more twenty-first century texts. Dr Choo insists on the need to develop 
an inclusive classroom, one that features a range of texts from world literatures not just from the canonical 
West but also Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and elsewhere.  

“The richness of contemporary young adult texts from around the world,” Dr Yeo adds, “contributes to the 
diversity of voices and experiences that students should be exposed to.”

3. Pedagogy
Students usually read one text at a time in today’s classrooms. This emphasis on depth at the expense of 
breadth is insufficient. Dr Choo advocates a “pedagogy of interruptions”, in which the singular text is in-
terrupted by other texts that provide alternative cultural perspectives to the issue concerned. Students are 
led to understand that all texts are socially constructed and represent one viewpoint among diverse others. 

Currently, the syllabus is also rather strictly divided into poetry, prose and drama. Dr Yeo envisions Litera-
ture being taught by themes or genres that will allow teachers to incorporate different text types, enriching 
students’ understanding about how ideas are represented and expressed. 

For instance, Dave Chua’s Gone Case provides an excellent example of how the same text has been trans-
muted from written text to graphic image to film.

4. Literary Practice
Students should move beyond mere memorization of quotations. Mr Mizusawa suggests that they should 
be challenged to engage in literary practice. One possibility is for students to create new performance texts 
built around a key theme or notable character other than the protagonist. Alternatively, students can trans-
late a work they have been studying in one literary genre into a work in another genre. 

“This will allow them to think more critically not only about the text they are studying,” Mr Mizusawa 
explains, “but also about the key differences between the literary genres they are working with.” Platforms 
such as the Creative Arts Programme (in which arts practitioners mentor selected students) and Brief ’n 
Bold (an annual ten-minute play competition) provide opportunities for aspiring young writers to engage 
with literary practice in Singapore.

5. Assessment
Assessment is widely regarded to be of acute importance, especially in the local context. “In Singapore, 
teachers teach to the test and assessment drives curriculum,” Dr Yeo observes. For teachers, one key aspect 
of assessment involves asking the right questions. “The questions we ask should encourage comparisons of 
viewpoints,” Dr Choo advises. “In this way, students are pushed to compare and contrast ideas by various 
writers from different cultures.”

Ultimately students need to recognize that literature is more than just about taking exams and writing 
essays. Students should be encouraged, for example, to write short plays that they could perform publicly, 
or write prose and poetry for a school-based publication. Such public validation of their work is critical, as 
Mr Mizusawa points out. “Literary practice, when pursued in authentic contexts, has its own rewards that 
can motivate students to participate.”
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The process of transforming literature education consequently boils down to a reconceptualization of how 
literature itself should be defined, negotiated, and promulgated. 

If literature is not about rote learning but literary practice and dramatization, as Mr Mizusawa points out, 
and also not just a source of aesthetic appreciation but also ethical engagement, as Dr Choo argues, it be-
comes a pivotal platform for students to become aware of the social contexts and complex lived realities of 
other individuals.

With its vast range of modes and practices, literature education is not determinate but multifaceted, featur-
ing a virtually all-encompassing coverage of subjects. 

“As literature teachers, we teach history, sociology, psychology, philosophy, mythology among other 
disciplines,” Dr Yeo remarks. “Bringing in pop culture and media studies is not an option. It is inevitable and 
a smart teacher will know how to use this knowledge to incite interest in his class.”

“We are only limited by our own knowledge.”

THE INDETERMINABLE FUTURE



REEL PEDAGOGY
Teaching Literature with Films

by Yeo Zhi Wen

Students often shun Literature saying that it is boring, irrelevant or hard to 
score. Increasingly, our students spend more time on their computers and 

hand-held devices than with books. One can imagine, if not understand, why 
Literature, traditionally a subject that is closely related to books, novels and 
poetry, is unpopular among students. This article suggests that instead of seeing 
films, the media that our students are familiar with and drawn towards to, as 
threats to reading, we should capitalise on them as access points to Literature. 

Our students probably come across more texts in the form of moving images 
than any other generations. This has called for an expansion of the definition of 
literacy in the 21st century where acquiring critical understanding of film, video 
and television is growing in importance. When we help students to 1) apply their 
knowledge of literary analysis to films; 2) question and interrogate their effect 
in shaping our ideology; 3) wrestle with difficult questions posed by the film 
through rigorous discussion, literature lessons become opportunities to hone 21st 
Century Competencies and critical skills required for our students to navigate 
the media-saturated world that they live in.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
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WHAT FILMS TO USE:  
A FOUR POINT CHECK-LIST

Choosing the appropriate film for use in the classroom is crucial to the success of your lesson. 
Here are some factors to consider when selecting a film. 

Begin planning for your lesson with the end in mind. Films should not 
be used just because they are innovative pedagogical tools. 

Only include films in your lesson if you are sure that they are effective in 
helping you to achieve its learning outcomes and objectives (e.g. greater 
engagement, clearer explanation of literary devices). The best lessons are 
those that are underpinned by strong rationales of their processes. 

Just like selecting written texts, it is important that films selected for use 
in Literature lessons are rich enough (in complexity of content, utility of 
literary devices etc.) to allow for sufficient depth of literary analysis and 
exploration. Before selection, it is also important to scrutinise the film 
for language and content appropriateness.

Research has shown that enhanced learning takes place when students 
are engaged and interested in the lesson. 

Use your knowledge of the class student profile to your advantage by 
taking their likes and dislikes into account when selecting a video. Films 
are also fertile grounds for us to infuse popular culture into our lessons. 
Whenever possible, select films that are related and relevant not only to 
your curriculum, but also to the students’ experiences.

Given the limited class time allocated to Literature lessons, short films 
are recommended. 

Despite their length, short films can also be rich in material for 
discussion. Select short films on YouTube with complete narrative 
structures that can be discussed in their entirety over one or two lessons. 

Snippets of full length feature films and short scenes can also be selected 
for use in class if time doesn’t allow you to show the entire film. The 
students can finish watching the rest of the film later at home.

PURPOSE

STUDENT 
INTEREST

FILM
CONTENT

TIME

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
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HOW TO USE FILMS? 

The following methods are adapted from Dennis Yeo’s paper, “The Short Film in the 
Literature Classroom” in Teaching Literature in Singapore Secondary Schools. 

This section takes into account the demands on teachers to prepare students for 
examinations and the fact that the eventual O-Level examinations will still be based on 
written texts. The strategies suggested here aim to use films to complement, not replace, 
the literary texts that the students are studying. I have selected a few O-Level texts as well 
as lower secondary recommended texts as examples to further demonstrate how these ideas 
can be enacted in practice. 

FEELING ZOMBIES: The 2013 movie, directed by Ben Howling and Yolanda Ramke was nominated for Best Editing in 
the Australian Screen Editors Award and also made the official selection at Tropfest, the world’s largest short film festival. 

USING FILMS TO TEACH LITERARY DEVICES
One of film’s advantages over literary 
texts is its visual affordances and they can 
be used to explore literary devices (e.g. 
symbolism, personification) that are more 
abstract to student understanding through 
their visual representation. 

Example: “Cargo” - A touching short 
film set in a world of zombie apocalypse, 
an infected father desperately attempts to 
deliver his infant daughter to safety before 
he loses his human consciousness.

The setting of the film in a zombie 
apocalypse fuels the imagination of 
students and fits into the current trend 
of zombie themes dominant in popular 
culture. Treat the film as an unseen “text” 

and carry the lesson out in the school’s 
computer lab. 

Firstly, pose the question to the students 
so that they can make mental notes while 
they watch the film for the first time. 
The question(s) can take the form of 
examination questions such as “What 
impressions of the father do you form 
as the film progresses?” or “Discuss the 
symbolism of the pink balloon in the film.”

After which, provide students with 
the link to the film and they are free 
to navigate the video and answer the 
questions in their own time. This task can 
also be a holiday assignment which can 
included into continual assessment marks.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
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USING FILMS AS A KNOWLEDGE BUILDER

HAPPYNESS: The 2006 movie about the American Dream was anchored by stunning perfor-
mances from Will Smith and his son, Jaden Smith. It went on to receive multiple nomina-
tions - including one for best performance at the Oscars and Golden Globes. 

Book clusters are introduced to students 
for a more immersive reading experience 
and provide an avenue for deeper inquiry 
into particular themes.  Films too can be 
categorised in such clusters to achieve 
similar outcomes.

Films effectively sustain the attention of 
students and take comparatively less time to 
complete (as opposed to print texts). 

The application of this technique is flexible 
and can be very helpful, especially for 
dramatic pieces.  

In particular, Arther Miller’s “Death of a 
Salesman” and the 2006 film “The Pursuit 
of Happyness” fulfil this purpose well. 

The film shares many similar themes with 
Miller’s iconic text.   

Both texts feature a father as a central 
character; they start out as salesmen and 
struggle to find their place in their societies 
while working through the disillusionment 

of  the American Dream. 

It is in the different endings that the 
teaching opportunity arises. Miller’s 
protagonist submits to the pressures of 
society and commits suicide, while Chris 
Gardner (played by Will Smith) finds 
success. 
 
Teachers may choose to examine and 
interrogate the theme of the American 
Dream by exploring both the plot 
similarities and differences between the two 
texts.  

When students attempt to draw links 
across films, they develop insights to the 
human condition and better understand the 
American Dream, an ideal which might be 
unfamiliar to their immediate context.

Connections can be made between the 
American Dream and the Singapore Dream 
to have students discuss how individuals 
negotiate societal and personal expectations 
in their search for happiness. 

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
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HEART TRUTHS: The filmic adaptation of the novel pays homage to the source in a number of ways. One of 
these ways was how the film referenced the Auschwitz concentration camp; in the book, Bruno pronounces it 
as “Out-With”, in the movie, the audience is made known of the information by the blueprints of the concen-
tration camp. (Auschwitz is the only concentration camp with four crematoria) 

Many of the texts set for the 2016 O-Level 
examinations have ready film adaptations 
(e.g. “Where Angels Fear to Tread”, “Lord 
of the Flies”, “The Joy Luck Club”, “The 
Midwich Cuckoos”)  

The yesteryear practice of showing students 
the film version of their text as a fun post-
reading incentive doesn’t make full use of 
their potential. 

A simple task of comparison can help 
students strengthen their interpretation of 
the text they are studying.

“The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas” - the novel 
and movie of the same title is an excellent text 
to start this on.  

Teachers can guide students to compare and 
contrast the endings of texts and account for 
their similarities and differences. 

• Why does the director present the 
ending of the film in a different way 
from the author of the novel? 

• What music is used to accompany the 
scene? What is the effect and mood 
that the music creates? 

• Which version do you like better and 
why?

When students are tasked to compare 
the same work presented in two different 
mediums, they stand to appreciate the 
multiplicity of interpretations of literary 
works. 

Students can juxtapose their own 
interpretation of the text with that of the 
director or screenplay writer. 

Such a task encourages students to return 
to the text to check for understanding and 
accurate interpretation as they negotiate the 
film portrayal of the text. 

Teachers should emphasize that the film 
version of the novel is not faithful to its 
source and the version that students are 
examined on 

USING FILMS FOR COMPARISON

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
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GLOBAL READS
Four global themes for you to introduce to classrooms with 16 book 
recommendations from Dr. Suzanne Choo and Tan Chin Yee

RECOMMENDATIONS
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CONFLICTS
The overarching theme of conflict encompasses pertinent global issues, which 
explores contemporary topics like terrorism, war and religious conflicts.  
Interdisciplinary studies with the humanities is strongly encouraged. 

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas by John Boyne 
Set during World War II, the story is seen through the eyes of eight-year-old Bruno, 
son of the commandment at a concentration camp. Bruno strikes an unlikely friend-
ship with a Jewish boy on the other side of the camp fence, with frightening conse-
quences.

Shadow by Michael Morpurgo 
14 year old Aman and his mother struggle to survive in Afghanistan and attempt 
to escape to England. At the checkpoint, their dog, Shadow, runs away and though 
Aman and his mother make it to England, they continue to hope for Shadow’s 
return.

A Bottle in the Gaza Sea by Valerie Zenatti 
Israeli teenager decides to throw a bottle with a letter into the Gaza Sea. It is picked 
up by a Palestinian boy who responds to her via email. They begin a conversation as 
they attempt to udnerstand the turmoil affecting both their communities. 

Between Shades of Gray by Ruta Sepetys 
Seperated from her father, 15-year old Lina and her family are deported from Lithu-
ania across the Arctic Circle, to a work camp in Siberia, as they are forced to work 
and survive. 

OTHER RECOMMENDED TITLES
The Book Thief  by Marcus Zusak
Animal Farm by George Orwell
Under the Persimmon Tree by Suzanne Fisher Staples
The Diary of a Young Girl: Anne Frank

A globally interconnected world has now made it increasingly necessary 
to imbue students with a global consciousness within the walls of our 

classrooms.

Enl*ght suggests four global themes and the corresponding texts for the 
classrooms. Included is a selection of local texts, providing means to discuss 
and negotiate the tension between local and global perspectives.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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CULTURAL OUTSIDERS

‘Cultural Outsiders’ points to issues like alienation and discrimination, as well as 
the immigrant or minority experience. These subject matters are perhaps made 
especially pertinent, in light of Singapore’s multiracial constructs, as well as our 
current landscape with the high yearly influx of foreigners. 

Malay Sketches by Alfian Sa’at 
A collection of flash fiction that records the experiences of the Malay community 
in Singapore, Malay Sketches offers a glimpse into the realities of life as an ethnic 
minority. 

When I was Puerto Rican by Esmeralda Santiago 
A memoir about the author’s childhood in Puerto Rico and her struggles as a teen-
ager and an immigrant in America. 

The Unforgotten Coat by Frank Cottrell Boyce 
Julie befriends two refugee Mongolian brothers who join her 6th grade class and 
becomes their guide as they try to fit in with their new schoolmates. 

The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini 
The story of the unlikely friendship between Amir, son of a wealthy Afghan busi-
nessman, and Hassan, the son of his father’s servant, who is also a Hazara, a despised 
and impoverished caste. 

OTHER RECOMMENDED TITLES
The Arrival by Shaun Tan
Angela’s Ashes by Frank McCourt
The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros
The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian by Sherman Alexie

RECOMMENDATIONS
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HUMAN RIGHTS

The theme ‘Human Rights’ includes important subjects like slavery, human traf-
ficking and even political freedom. Issues such as equality provide opportunities 
for the discussion of tolerance and respect, empowering students to learn more 
about social justice and equality. 

Free? Stories about human rights by Amnesty International 
A collection of short stories related to various articles in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights e.g. freedom from slavery, right to have an education, fariness, asylum 
etc. 

A Hand Full of Stars by Rafik Schami 
A teenage boy records his daily adventures from age 14 - 17 and the complexity of 
living in modern Damascus, Syria amid a coup and the toppling of the government. 
His friends begin a subversive underground newspaper and experience various risks 
and dangers as a result. 

Sold by Patricia McCormick 
A young 13-year old girl is sold by her uncle to a trafficker who takes her across the 
border from Nepal to India.  

12 Years A Slave by Solomonn Northup 
A memoir of Solomon Northup, a black man who was born free in New York, and 
later kidnapped and sold into slavery. 

OTHER RECOMMENDED TITLES
Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi (Graphic Novel)
Freedom: Short Stories celebrating the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by Amnesty 
International
Fire in the Soul: 100 Poems for Human Rights by New Internationalist
The Breadwinner Trilogy by Deborah Ellis

RECOMMENDATIONS
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CHANGE AND PROGRESS

The fourth and final theme is the notion of ‘change and progress’. Issues like 
climate change, environmental activism as well as globalization and modernity 
challenge young readers to consider the realities of the 21st century. Increasing 
global dialogue on our environment, as well as the ever-changing cityscape make 
this a siginifcant area of exploration. 

I’m with the bears: Short stories from a damaged planet  by Martin Bill 
An anthology focusing on the global climate crisis and the deterioration of the plan-
et, this book features ten short stories by well-known writers such as David Mitchell, 
TC Boyle and Margaret Atwood. 

Tell-tales: 11 Stories edited by Gwee Li Sui 
An anthology of eleven stories by well-known Singapore writers such as Alfian Sa’at, 
Wena Poon, Jeffrey Lim, Tan Mei Ching, Claire Tham, and Dave Chua. The anthol-
ogy is accompanied with a study guide by Dennis Yeo (NIE). 

Island Voices: A Collection of Short Stories from Singapore 
Fifteen well-known Singapore short stories on themes such as family, relationships, 
challenges of progress and nation-building. The collection features well-known Sin-
gapore writers such as Catherine Lim, Alfian Sa’at, Ovidia Yu and Tan Hwee Hwee. 

Here and Beyond: 12 Stories by Ethos Books 
An anthology of twelve stories from Singaporean voices charting the emotional ups 
and downs of protagonists who strive to find meaning against the backdrop of nego-
tiations between the local and global; of the past and an ever-changing present. 

Alternatively, dystopian themed novels (trending in Young Adult fiction at the 
moment) could also be a possible genre to look into as a platform for further 
discussion on issues like modernity and progress. 

RECOMMENDED DYSTOPIAN TITLES
The Giver by Lois Lowry
Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury
1984 by George Orwell
Feed by M.T. Anderson

For the full list of recommended Young Adult titles on Global themes by  
Dr. Suzanne Choo, you may refer to this link: http://thirdspaces.wix.com/litera-
ture.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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REINVENT LITERATURE
Graphic Novels in Classrooms

by Samantha Wan

Reinventing Literaure in English in schools means including other texts beyond 
traditional print texts to meet the needs of the new digital generation. 

Graphic novels, of recent years, is the fastest-growing types of Young Adult 
literature, and has gained increasing acceptance from educators as mainstream 
literature and tools in classroom to engage students in the study of a variety of 
disciplines, including English Literature. 

WHAT ARE GRAPHIC NOVELS?
They are stories written and illustrated in the style of a comic book, which depict 
a complete story with a sequence of illustrations. Graphic novels started gaining 
the recognition of literary critics after Spiegelman’s  Maus (Pantheon) won the 
Pulitzer Prize Special Award in 1992.

Graphic novels include both fiction and non-fiction.

Non-fiction
Biography
Autobiography
Subject matters like Science, 
Ancient History

Fiction
Superhero tales
Realistic stories
Science Fiction
Fantasy Novel
Political satires
Historical adventures
Adaptations of classics like 
Shakespeare Plays 

GRAPHIC NOVELS DELIVER A COGNITIVE AND AFFECTIVE EXPERIENCE 
TO READERS WITH ITS DISTINCTIVE NARRATIVE THAT EMPLOYS 
DIALOGUE, VISUAL IMAGE, AND WRITTEN PRINTED FORMAT. 

 
Unlike traditional text, the understanding of this fusion of art and text requires 
students to use more complex cognitive skills to make meaning of the panels and 
interpret text. The medium is well-suited to help students develop visual literacies 
in the 2010 English syllabus. 

The ability of graphic novels to convey complex ideas in an accessible and 
compelling manner allows students to be exposed to a wide variety of ideas that 
may seem too complicated for them to digest. It is no wonder that the use of 
graphic novels in classrooms has gained popularity globally. 

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

enl*ght Volume 4 | 22



GONE CASE: GRAPHIC NOVELS AS KEY TEXT IN LOWER-
SECONDARY CLASSROOMS?

 

The problem in introducing graphic novels to classrooms is the selection of text 
and constructing of activities to suit the instructional objectives. The rule of 
thumb  of Gorman (2002) is to examine:

1. Suitability of genre or narrative to the students
2. Richness of text
3. Artistic merit (The illustrations extends the interpretation of the text, so 
does the graphics enrich the meaning of the text?)

With an increasing emphasis on introducing local literature into the classrooms, 
I have decided to feature Dave Chua’s Graphic novel, Gone Case, which is 
published in two volumes. 

The graphic novel is a bildungsroman about a twelve-year old boy named Yong, 
embarking on a common rite of passage of preparing for PSLE, in the midst of 
coping with pubescent desires, familial issues, dreams and friendship, set in the 
familiar backdrop of the heartland of a changing HDB landscape. 

The graphic novel is a revised and more sterile interpretation of Chua’s novel 
and it focuses on the challenges that a twelve-year old boy may face in Singapore, 
which secondary students may find it more relatable.
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GONE NO MORE
Annotated panels from Gone Case to start you on 
graphic novels for literary education. 

by Samantha Wan

POSSIBLE 
THEMES:
MASCULINITY 
Panel 1 - 2 (from 
the left to the right) 
Yong accompanied 
his younger brother to 
the barber because he 
is reading a book on 
fitness to pass time in 
panel 2.  

CHARACTER
Panel 3: The man 
is the barber (due to 
the linear connection 
between panel 1 to 3) 
since he is so focused on 
his work. Does he look 
like a typical barber 
with his tattoos and 
bulky body? 

POINTS OF VIEW
Panel 1- 3: Why did 
the illustrator feature 
the three characters in 
a pan?

Connects the three 
panels while allowing 
the readers to compare 
the protagonist and the 
barber (similar size)
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MASCULINITY
Panel 13-14: Possible 
challenge of the idea of 
maturity or masculinity? 
Yong doesn’t need more 
muscles or “not get bullied” 
to be seen as a man. 
Maturity can be defined as 
being a responsible older 
brother. It is also the part of 
searching for identity.  
Male students may be able 
to relate to this.

NEIGHBOURLINESS
Panel 8 VS Panel 10-
12: It is odd to find barbells 
in a barber. It may possibly 
suggest the friendliness of 
barbers in barber in the 
heartlands since there is 
a unity of the personal 
and public sphere. This is 
reinforced by the barber’s 
fatherly advice to Yong.

SETTINGS
Panel 6 and 10-12: Focus on the settings of an old barber in the neighbourhood. The tools in 
panel 11 are used to clean the ears of the customer, a service that is rarely provided. This, together, 
with the barber’s reference to “Stallone or Arnold” sets the time as possibly in the 80s to the early 
90s. Teachers can challenge the students to explore the concept of change in Singapore with other 
parts of the graphic novel. While Chua claims that the barber is fictional, I have seen a barber 
resembling the one depicted tucked in Balestier.
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POSSIBLE ACTIVITIES: FIVE STARTING POINTS

STYLE/ LITERARY DEVICES
Introduce the different literary techniques vis-à-vis the novel such as foreshadowing. Students 
decode the expressions and the body gestures of the characters to comprehend the story. 

For example, introduce an activity that needs the students to predict what might happen in the 
story after Yong’s visit to the barber. The other literary technique that can be explored with these 
panels is the use of different perspectives (Compare panels 1-3 and 8).

SETTINGS/ ATMOSPHERE
The medium allows the students to access to the past. They may not have been to a barber such as 
the one depicted in the graphic novel. 

Discuss the illustrator’s attentions to detail in reconstructing and maintaining the authenticity of 
the barber in the heartlands. Explain how the illustrations evoke particular moods or emotions, 
and explore with students how language can be used in a similar way to depict particular settings 
and atmospheres.

PLOT
Scramble the order of the panels and allow students to arrange it back to order without the use 
of their text. This encourages the students to decode the expressions and body gestures of the 
characters to assemble a plausible sequence of events.

INTERTEXTUALITY
The graphic novel is a revision of Chua’s Gone Case, therefore the extracts of the novel can be 
used to compare with the graphic novel in their exploration of themes. 

For example, the graphic novel deals with the notion of change in Singapore. The idea of change 
is a prevalent theme throughout the text, expressed through a myriad of ways such as the constant 
upgrading of the HDB estate and the physical changes that Yong experienced as he undergoes 
puberty. 

CREATIVE PRODUCTIONS 
Allow your students to select portions of the graphic novel and rewrite that portion as a script or 
a short story. Excerpts from Chua’s Gone Case are useful as a guide for students if the deliverable 
is a short story. The translation of graphic novels into other forms challenges students to gain a 
greater appreciation of the nuances of Graphic novel. 

INTERDISCIPLINARY INQUIRY 
Challenge your students by using the graphic novel as a tool to critically examine changes on 
Singapore by juxtaposing this text with local drama on Singapore, eg. Mata Mata on channel 
5/ Memory Project to celebrate SG50. Such activities help students to think about the 
interdisciplinary nature of Literature in English. To illustrate, students can examine the impact of 
gangesterism in Singapore through the eyes of the protagonist, Yong (Volume 2).
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Ending Image - “Digital Graphic Novel Drawing of Angels at Caesars Palace” by Charles W. Bal-
ley Jr. is licensed under CC BY 2.0 / Cropped from original

RESOURCES
Graphic Classroom
http://graphicclassroom.blogspot.com
This website clusters graphic novels according to the reading levels. It also offers reviews of 
every graphic novel it recommends.

Graphic Novel Reporter
http://www.graphicnovelreporter.com
The core lists is a useful guide in locating both graphic novels and Mangas for your stu-
dents. There are lists you can download from the website.

Young Adult Library Service Association
http://www.ala.org/yalsa/ggnt
This provides an annual list of top 10 graphic novels suitable for teens.

A NEW AGE?: Perhaps it is time for educators to welcome the genre of graphic novels into our class-
rooms to better engage with students of the 21st century. 
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TO (RE)CREATE
Creative Writing and Literature

by Perdana Putra Pan Ping Rui

In a world of ever-intensifying globalisation and media saturation 
where ideas and contexts are constantly changing, there is increasing 

need for every student to learn to be creative. 

Creativity, as the highest order thinking skill in the revised Bloom’s 
taxonomy (Krathwohl, 2002), is a necessity for all than a luxury for a 
few. In expanding Literature education, creative writing can actually 
be one of the best ways to do the subject. Students engaged in creative 
writing will have to discern how literature works. 

Through the act of writing, students experience how literary works 
are formed. If listening to lectures on poetic devices may stifle interest 
and inspiration, composing their own poems may be a better way to 
stimulate students. When students are engrossed in writing their own 
literature, the technicalities will begin to matter to them. 

“Ο άνθρωπος που φύτευε δέντρα” by polychorosket is licensed under CC BY 2.0 / Cropped from original
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CREATE: A MNEMONIC FOR TEACHING CREATIVE WRITING
The typical whole-class workshop approach in teaching creative writing does 
provide opportunities for critiquing near-finished texts, but unfortunately 
allows too little class time for budding writers to develop the requisite skills 
and confidence (Hunley, 2007). In this section, I suggest using a mnemonic, 
CREATE (clear, relevant, easy, appreciative, transactional, and enjoyable) that 
can help teachers re-create through the recreational (pun intended) activity that 
creative writing should be. 

1. BE CLEAR ABOUT OUR INSTRUCTIONAL GOALS.
If our main teaching purpose is to illuminate criticism by allowing students to 
learn experientially about the construction of a poem, ask them to identify the 
stylistic features before rewriting the poem from several points of view.  On the 
other hand, if we plan to develop students’ appreciation of literary writing for its 
worth, then when dealing with students’ works, encourage their writing through 
feedback that is reassuring (but realistic nonetheless). These purposes need not be 
so compartmentalised, of course, but always make our own expectations explicit, 
even if it involves stating the obvious.

2. ASK STUDENTS TO WRITE ABOUT RELEVANT THEMES
Creative writing affords students some personal transformation through the 
redemptive power of writing, especially through catharsis. Tap on this by asking 
students to write about things and people they know, or by drawing from 
personal memories. By writing pieces that resonate with their lived experiences 
(which you can elicit by asking students to dig out old photographs or visit 
certain places), the end products will be meaningful, regardless of their ‘literary 
merits’. Before impressing a wider audience, allowing students to find their best 
motivation would make them value the act of writing more immediately and 
heighten their sense of ownership in the learning process. 
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3. START SMALL AND SLOWLY (SO WRITING BECOMES EASY TO STUDENTS) 
It may be difficult to ask secondary school students to write a finished poem 
and then come back for a critique. When dealing with beginning writers, 
Swander (2005: 168-9) recommends giving them building blocks in direct, 
understandable ways, including hands-on demonstration of ideas or concepts. 
These building blocks may consist of writing prompts (a terrific treasure 
trove includes http://writingprompts.tumblr.com and Alison Wilcox’s 
“Descriptosaurus: Supporting Creative Writing for Ages 8-14”), interesting 
everyday artefacts (e.g., some newspaper headlines that could spark a story or 
postcards that engage students’ multiple senses). 

Whatever the stimuli, the emphasis here is on the writing process, much of it 
echoing published writers’ ways of finding ideas and (re)writing. If necessary, ask 
students to keep a writing portfolio to document their own writing journey, from 
modelled writing to shared writing to guided writing and finally, independent 
writing.

4. BE APPRECIATIVE OF THE INDIVIDUAL BEHIND THE WRITING
Hedeen (2002), as cited in Vandermeulen (2011: 34), reminds us that it is “both 
a privilege and necessity to ‘hear’ creative writing. Be a respectful audience: 
considerate, affirming, constructive.” In the face of such “a privilege and 
necessity”, creative writing teachers should temper criticism with praise because 
even teachers ourselves will fall short of the Platonic ideal. Consequently, we 
should also reflect upon our own biases and the literary values we hold, against 
which we subconsciously evaluate our students’ writing. Some self-reflection 
prompts could resemble: 

What am I doing when I read a student paper? 
Why am I doing it—what are my goals? 
What is the nature of the text I am reading? 
How do I read? How is my reading related to other actions? 
For whom do I read? How is my read- ing (and related actions) 
interconnected with the students’ actions as a writer? 
What, after all, is writing? 
How do students learn to write, and what does my reading of student texts 
have to do with it?
(Phelps, 1989: 47).  

“Writing: Sudden” by Julie Jordan Scott is licensed under CC BY 2.0 / Cropped from original
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5. TURN IN TRANSACTIONAL GRADES. 
Assessment, like it or not, is an inescapable component of any classroom. Ridl 
(2008), however, argues that in a creative writing class, absolute grades can often 
interfere with the value of constructive critique. To further complicate matters, 
it is not always easy to assign a final score to any piece of writing; each of us has 
different ways of valuing ‘good writing’, as Edward’s interviews with three local 
publishers on page 33 will assert. One way to ease this tension between creative 
writing and assessment is by conferencing with our students to discuss their 
writing vis-à-vis the predetermined criteria, even incorporating peer-feedback 
for further triangulation. Enhance this transactionality also by promoting 
openness and dialogism in assessing, mirroring Liz Lerman’s critical response 
process (Lerman and Borstel, 2003) in which the artist seeks genuine feedback 
and each responder wants the artist to produce his or her best work. While still 
largely summative, our grading would in that manner validate students’ writing 
more personally.

6. MAKE THE WRITING PROCESS ENJOYABLE.
Not everyone will go on to become writers. If engagement is high on our 
priority list, creative writing can at least demonstrate for all students how 
putting down one’s feelings on paper can be immensely therapeutic. Granted, 
it can already be a struggle to persuade students to pick up the pen in the first 
place. Nevertheless, this is not a reason to deny students the joy of creative 
writing. New writers often come to creative writing because they have been 
so inspired by great writing that they now want to create something; others 
may find motivation in having their voices heard by an audience, especially 
our adolescent students and their need for ‘self-verification’ (Swann, 1990). 
Whatever the case, creative writing can be fun work, and a good Literature 
classroom will only be enriched by it. 
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All being said (or written), one of the greatest things about writing is that anyone with 
something to say can and should do it. When students of ‘ordinary’ writing talents 
produce pieces that surprise themselves and even others, teaching them creative writing 
would more than justify itself. Remember, though, in order to commit well to creative 
writing, we need to provide our students not only with the techniques and the space 
in our classroom, but also the classroom climate where they feel motivated to write. 
To let our students amaze us with their creative energy as teachers ourselves renew our 
appreciation for what creative writing can do to our already exciting classroom, we only 
have to start somewhere. Why not, then, take that first step today? 
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IN CONVERSATION

Local publishers Mr Edmund Wee (Epigram Books), Mr Fong 
Hoe Fang (Ethos Books) and Mr Kenny Leck (Math Paper Press) 
speak to enl*ght about the local publishing scene. 

by Edward Cheong Zhen Kuang
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enl*ght Volume 4 | 33



CHEONG: What do you publish respectively? How are you different from other local 
publishers?

WEE: At Epigram Books, we publish a range of books that is as broad as it is broad-minded. 
We publish all manner of fiction—from picture books for children, to chapter books for 
teenagers, to comics for visual readers, to play scripts for theatre-goers, to novels and short 
story collections for literature lovers. And increasingly, we are also looking at creative non-
fiction, food, art and photography. 

The range of our books reflects my three great loves (apart from my family): reading, 
cooking and designing. I find that the other publishers tend to publish more poetry. 

FONG: At Ethos Books, we publish literary writing which covers poetry, fiction, creative 
non-fiction, memoirs and history. So in that sense, genre is not quite so important to us. 

What’s important to us are voices which are on the margins, voices which would otherwise 
not have been heard, and new voices.

LECK: At Math Paper Press (MPP), we publish quite a fair bit of poetry titles, followed by 
short stories collections, and a selection of Singapore artist monographs.

I think the biggest marked difference between us and all other SG publishers, is that we 
don’t take any publishing grants or assistance. All of our MPP titles are published with the 
understanding that if any of the titles does not sell well or at least break even, it’d be severe-
ly detrimental to the bookstore. 

And that leads to the second difference: we own a brick-and-mortar bookstore which helps 
very much with the sale of our MPP titles.

“WHAT’S IMPORTANT TO US ARE VOICES WHICH 
ARE ON THE MARGINS, VOICES WHICH WOULD 
OTHERWISE NOT HAVE BEEN HEARD, AND NEW 
VOICES”
    - FONG HOE FANG, ETHOS BOOKS
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CHEONG: What do you consider as good writing? How do you select what to publish?

WEE: I don’t like navel-gazing. I don’t publish things I do not like or believe in.

 I tell my team to think of the 3Ps: the Plot, the Prose and the Personality. Generally, 
a good book has a Personality that is engaging. It has at least one character who is so in-
teresting, so believable, so engrossing, that you feel for the person. This can be someone to 
hate or someone to love. 

Plot is less important for me personally but I think most general readers would like to have 
a good plot. A bit of a page-turner. You want to know what’s going to happen and even if 
you roughly know what’s going to happen, you don’t quite know how it’s going to.  

And finally, the Prose has to be sparkling. It cannot be plodding or prosaic.

FONG: Good writing must engage. It must leave readers with a sense that the time spent on 
that reading had enriched them in some way or another. Some writers use techniques to 
achieve that. Others may not be able to write with finesse, but the sheer strength of their 
ideas, experiences and insights call for attention. 

It’s a lot more work to publish this group of writers, but well worth it as far as we are 
concerned.

LECK: The writing has to be competent in terms of its language. We publish based on what 
we enjoy, as well as our bookselling and personal philosophy.

We enjoy books that make one essentially uncomfortable at first reading, but after years of 
retrospection, and hopefully, hindsight, one will understand that these “uncomfortable” 
books (e.g. The Piano Teacher by Elfriede Jelinek, and 120 Days of Sodom by Marquis De 
Sade) are necessary. And we do enjoy the medium of poetry quite very much, thus resulting 
in the multitude of poetry titles.

Our bookselling & personal philosophy is NOT to be an arbitrator of what is right and 
what is wrong. We are not in the role to be a censorship agency nor are we a religious body. 
We just want to sell books. And equally, as a publisher, we just want to publish books. 

“OUR BOOKSELLING AND PERSONAL PHILOSOPHY IS 
NOT TO BE AN ARBITRATOR OF WHAT IS RIGHT AND 
WHAT IS WRONG. WE ARE NOT IN THE ROLE TO BE A 
CENSORSHIP AGENCY NOR A RELIGIOUS BODY.”
    - KENNY LECK, MATH PAPER PRESS/  
      BOOKSACTUALLY
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Mr Edmund Wee
Founder, Epigram Books

Mr Fong Hoe Fang
Founder, Ethos Books

Mr Kenny Leck
Founder, Math Paper Press
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CHEONG: In September last year, The Straits Times reported that more secondary schools are 
using local texts for Literature studies. What changes would you like to see in the local literary 
and/or education scene?

LECK: We hope the momentum continues of course. I think that as a small state that is 
always looking forward towards progress, and competing with the rest of the world, our 
education system has to be robust and iconic. 

To reach this level, to set that distinction, we have to have our SG Literature icons. We have 
to have our own Shakespeare, our own Auden, our own Oscar Wilde, our own Sylvia Plath, 
all the warts and all, but a Literature that is read & appreciated for decades to come on an 
international standing. And to have that, you can’t whitewash SG Lit to fit the education 
system. The system and the educators have to learn and evolve to teach it. 

If our education system can teach The Picture of Dorian Gray, I don’t see why it won’t teach 
Cyril Wong. 

FONG: Some of our published titles have been picked as literature examination texts in the 
“O” levels, and we are pleased that MOE has seen fit to promote Singapore writers. 

It’s a good first step. I would also like to see MOE pushing further boundaries with the 
subject matter of the books they select for study

WEE: First of all, we need the stories. I wish we have a thriving novel scene in Singapore, 
because there are so many stories that can be written, so many stories to be told in Singa-
pore. And really for the sake of this country, these stories need to be told. You cannot have 
a country where the stories are being told from only one point-of-view. It’s not about being 
anti-PAP or anti-government, it’s about being pro-country. 

We also have to recognize that writers are important. In the current Singapore context, we 
think about great politicians (and business figures) because we are a young country. But in 
the course of a country’s history, political figures are less important than great writers. It’s 
blasphemous to even say this in Singapore; people think you are being ridiculous. But when 
you look at what’s happened in the West, it is so true. 

Politicians come and go but if you write a great novel, you will live on forever.

“YOU CANNOT HAVE A COUNTRY WHERE THE STORIES 
ARE BEING TOLD FROM ONLY ONE POINT-OF-VIEW. 
IT’S NOT ABOUT BEING ANTI-PAP OR ANTI-GOVERN-
MENT, IT’S ABOUT BEING PRO-COUNTRY.” 
    - EDMUND WEE, EPIGRAM BOOKS
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WEE: We must start from the premise that Literature is important, that it is critical to a na-
tion’s creative ability, a sense of empathy and a sense of community. I’m more than happy to 
collaborate with teachers.

FONG: Groundwork and more groundwork. Events and more events. Book clubs and more 
book clubs.

CHEONG: How can educators collaborate with local publishers to nurture more readers and 
writers?

LECK: In knowing that only when you game the system, the children you teach will have the 
chance to change the world because their teacher dared. 

Perhaps what is not fixed in the curriculum can be constructed as supplementary reading?

CHEONG: Do you have any advice for students who aspire to become writers?

LECK: Reading is to be a writer. Without reading, one can never dream to write.

FONG: Write down your observations. Always be curious about your surroundings and 
events. Pursue the ‘whys’ of things. Reflect, note your thoughts and be patient in producing 
a manuscript.

WEE: Write every day. Every day, you must write a story. If you don’t write a story for one 
day, you must write two stories the next day. No excuse. And then at the end of one year, 
you should just throw away these 365 stories you’ve written. They are not worth publishing. 
Very rarely are they worth publishing. Because really, writing is a craft. It needs to be honed. 
You need to get all the navel-gazing and angst out of your system. 

Most of us don’t have happy lives, and this unhappiness becomes a repository of good sto-
ries but also a source of bad writing. Nobody who’s very happy will write a book or a novel. 
Nobody. 

But if you’re very serious and you want to be a good writer, write every day. Doesn’t matter 
how much. Continue to read. Really, I don’t think there’s a good writer who does not read. 
And of course do lots of research. It makes your writing better, and you more knowledge-
able and intelligent.
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CHEONG: Can you recommend one or a few books you have published?

FONG: I would recommend The Inlet by Claire Tham for a novel, City of Rain by Alvin Pang for 
poetry, Kampong Boy by M. Ravi for a memoir, Passages edited by Yong Shu Hoong for short 
stories, as well as Singapore Siu Dai 1 & 2 by Felix Cheong for humour writing.

LECK: What Gives Us Our Names by Alvin Pang. 

It is a book that will always have something new to teach you even after numerous readings. 

Look at it this way if there was only one book that can survive after an apocalypse, 
if  there was only one book that mankind will re-begin civilisation with, this is the one that
I am voting for, not any religious text.
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WEE: Confrontation by Mohamed Latiff Mohamed. 

To the Malays in Singapore, independence was a terrible thing. They moved from being a 
majority race to a minority race. They moved from a situation where their language was the 
predominant spoken language to a situation where their language is only spoken when you 
tell soldiers how to march, or when you sing the National Anthem… As a Chinese Singa-
porean, I never thought of issues like that. Only after reading Confrontation, I realise that 
the Malays have every right to be upset…If you ask me, I think every Chinese Singaporean 
should read this book. It gives us another perspective of our country and history.  

You can find the following publishers at these addresses:

Epigram Books
Website: http://shop.epigrambooks.sg/
Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/epigrambooks
Instagram: http://instagram.com/epigrambooks

Ethos Books
Website: http://ethosbooks.com.sg/
Facebook: http://facebook.com/ethosbooks
Instagram: http://instagram.com/alittlelitty & http://instagram.com/ethosbooks
Tumblr: http://ethosbooks.tumblr.com/

BooksActually is located at 9 Yong Siak Street
Website: http://booksactually.com/
Facebook: http://facebook.com/booksactually
Instagram: http://instagram.com/booksactually
Tumblr: http://booksactually.tumblr.com/
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