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Literature Division of the ELL Academic Group

The call for creativity is not new in 
Singapore and it has in fact been one of 
the buzzwords in a city eager to remake 
itself as a world-class global city. In 
the educational context, the Thinking 
Schools, Learning Nation initiative 
implemented in 1997 could be said 
to mark the government’s attention to 
critical thinking and creativity in the bid 
to produce citizens ready for a globalised 
21st century. However, in the pragmatic 
instrumentalist context of Singapore 
where tangible results (such as grades 

and products) are paramount, it seems 
that creativity continues to be tied to 
economics, for example, through the 
promotion of creative industries that can 
bring economic growth. One wonders 
where the role of literature is in this new 
creative culture.

It is in this context that this issue of enl*ght 
examines literature and creativity. In our 
discussions of creativity, we refer to two 
different kinds of field-related creativity: 
firstly, creativity in literature itself, and 
secondly, creativity in the teaching of 
literature. You will see elaborations and 
examples of both in the articles in this 
issue, including contributions by Dr. 
Susan Jane Marks from Victoria Junior 
College and Mildred Chew and Melody 
Bay from the third year BA programme at 
NIE. The bulk of this publication is taken 
up by a research study where a group of 
PGDE students – Sanah, Claryce, Nadiah, 
Kelvin, Marcus, Russell – undertook 
to examine what creativity looked like 
in established teachers’ classrooms 
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and following that, studied their own 
attempted insertions of creativity in the 
classroom. We hope you will benefit from 
these reflections as well as suggestions 
for creativity in the literature classroom.

Before I end, I would like to thank this 
group of PGDE students who have so 
enthusiastically participated in putting the 
enl*ght publication and website together. 
There were no CCA points to be gained, 
no money to be earned, and lots of other 
graded work to be completed during their 
one year stint at NIE, yet they decided 
that they would spend time on a project 
that was valuable as a reflective tool for 
themselves and as a resource for other 
teachers. They have certainly shown 
passion in their work on the publications, 
one mark of creative persons. 

 

Assistant Professor, ELL   
Advisor, enl*ght 
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own humble practicum experiences. What 

was astonishing was the realisation that our 

American audience could relate so closely 

to our experiences - this was evident when 

they shared their own stories highlighting 

certain structural problems that affected their 

teaching practices. Our sharing ended on 

an optimistic note with everyone agreeing 

unanimously that teachers can change things 

for the better. Our insights from this research 

project form a significant part of this issue. 

Our next issue will discuss poetry and the 

teaching of the unseen. If you have any 

creative teaching ideas to share, please email 

us at nie.enlight@gmail.com.

We would like to give our sincere thanks 

to Assistant Professor Loh for guiding 

us throughout enl*ght‘s conception and 

development, as well as the process and 

presentation of our research project with 

great care and patience. Many thanks also to 

Suzanne Choo, an organiser of the creativity 

conference, for her help and for making 

possible the visit to Newcomers High School, 

and to Dr. Lubna Alsagoff, Head of the 

ELLAG, for her warm support throughout this 

great learning opportunity.

This issue marks the last one that we will be 

producing as student-teachers. Come July, 

our team will be joining the ranks of trained 

teachers in Singapore! 

Without further ado, read on!

On behalf of the enl*ght team,  

 

Kelvin Zhong and Nadiah Song  

Editors, enl*ght 

Editors’ Note
Dear Readers, 

Welcome to the second issue of enl*ght! 

We’ve had quite a busy semester here at 

NIE - conferences, interviews, classes, and 

of course, practicum! In this short period of 

time, we’ve managed to compile many useful 

teaching ideas from our interaction with other 

educators and we can’t wait to share them 

all with you! In this issue, we will be focusing 

on creativity in the Literature classroom. We 

hope to inspire you with creative lesson ideas 

from experienced teachers that will hopefully 

excite your students and bring colour into 

your classrooms! On top of that, we will be 

sharing our findings on how you can create 

lessons that are both creative and sustainable 

in the context of our examination culture.  

As part of our literature curriculum in NIE, we 

have been working on the idea of injecting 

creativity into our classrooms. It really caught 

us by surprise when we were invited to 

participate in the “Creativity, Play, and the 

Imagination across Disciplines” conference 

held in May this year at Teachers College, 

Columbia University. The conference was 

centred on bridging the gap between theory 

and practice by encouraging interactions 

between practitioners in various disciplines 

such as academia, education and even 

gaming to learn from one another and gather 

new ways of thinking from the sharing. We 

feel that it was this atmosphere of openness 

that made the conference such a success. 

At the conference, we shared the findings from 

a research project on sustainable creativity in 

Singapore’s literature curriculum. The bulk of 

our research was based on case studies and 

interviews with amazingly creative teachers 

as well as reflection and evaluation of our 

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 
enlight-online.com

The enl*ght 
team at Asst. 
Prof. Loh’s 
home
(from left) Sanah 
Akhtar, Claryce 
Lum, Nadiah Song, 
Russell Tan, Marcus 
Chai and Kelvin 
Zhong. (absent) 
Jeremy Tay
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Four Applications of Creativity in the Classroom 
inspired by the Creativity, Play and Imagination Across Disciplines 
Conference opening dialogue at Teachers College, Columbia University

Three pre-service teachers from the 
enl*ght team were given the rare 
opportunity to participate in the 
Creativity, Play and Imagination Across 
the Disciplines conference at Teachers 
College, Columbia University held at the 
end of May earlier this year. 

In this issue, we are excited to share 
some of the inspiring ideas raised at 
the opening dialogue of the conference, 
“Creativity and Change”. Our purpose of 
sharing these ideas is to ascertain how 
creativity is connected to purposeful 
teaching, a concern which we are sure 
resonates with educators. 

In their dialogue session, educators 
and thinkers Dr. Maxine Greene and Dr. 
Fred Goodman explored how creative 
teaching takes place and how creativity 
challenges apathy and encourages 
reflective change.

Through conversations, the informal 
exchange of ideas and the co-creation 
of imagined possibilities, imagination and 
creativity invigorates the classroom by 
inviting students to think of what could be 
otherwise - what ‘is’ versus what ‘could 
be’. Creativity allows us as educators to 
construct opportunities for meaningful 
learning. 

Below, we share some of Greene 
and Goodman’s inspiring ideas and 
establish four ways in which the role of 
creativity can be incorporated in the 
practice of planning meaningful learning 
experiences.

1. Creativity to Imagine 
One of the precursors to creativity is 
the power to imagine and to consider 
the distinctions between what Greene 
described as being at once “completely 
wrong and absolutely right”. A metaphor 
is the imaginative use of words in a new 
way. Its freshness could contravene 
accepted and more predictable uses 
of language. However, giving students 

BY CLARYCE LUM & KELVIN ZHONG
opportunities to exercise their imagination 
and the room to experiment with language 
norms is often what makes language use 
exciting.

2. Creativity to Excite 
By encouraging students to create 
alternatives and imagine possibilities 
that they can identify with, we can 
excite and arouse their enduring 
interest. Greene described how 
creating opportunities for imaginative 
envisioning builds expectations and 
visions for change, releasing people 
from unthinking acceptance and 
moving people to a continual search for 
improvement. Compared to a spectator 
stance, understanding through active 
engagement helps our students make 
learning experiences meaningful.

3. Creativity to Provoke 
Creating spaces for unfamiliar 
experiences helps us to stimulate 
reflection and deeper thought. Against 
the unquestioning apathy typical of our 
modern age, Greene and Goodman 
discussed how defamiliarisation is an 
educator’s tool to tackle torpidity and 
challenge the “mind-forged shackles” that 
burden our students’ minds. Provoking 
reactions to the unexpected or unknown 
motivates us to examine the “shackles” 
of assumptions, and to gain a deeper, 
reflective understanding of the cultural 
echoes that subconsciously influence 
and limit our ways of thought.

4. Creativity to Challenge 

Challenging our students with creative 
tasks encourages them to stretch their 
minds and abilities. Goodman described 
how games demand students to navigate 
within the confines of restrictions or 
roles and to discover innovative ways 
to negotiate boundaries. Games can be 
used as tools to test our students’ abilities 
to apply knowledge they have gained, 
and to help foster a spirit of innovation 
and adaptation as they go through the 
process of play - by the rules.

These four applications suggest 
how creativity may be incorporated 
in pedagogical practice to nurture 
creative and critical thinkers, applying 
creativity to guide students to explore, 
probe, question and reflect. 

The ideas discussed at the dialogue 
complement the findings of our paper, 
Serious Play: Exploring Creativity in 
the Singapore Literature Classroom. In 
our analysis of case studies detailing 
the exemplary creative practices of 
two in-service teachers, we learn how 
the use of creative materials, creative 
application and creative practice 
are three elements that encourages 
creative thinking in a classroom 
environment. 

The following articles in this issue 
elaborate on some ways in which 
educators can harness creative 
materials, creative application and 
creative practices in order to create 
meaningful learning experiences. It 
is our hope that educators will find 
these sharings useful in their personal 
journeys as teachers and life-long 
learners. 

On Creativity and Change
Dr. Maxine Greene (left) is Professor Emeritus 
of Philosophy and Education, and Founder and 
Director of the Centre for Social Imagination, the 
Arts and Education at Teachers College, Columbia 
University. Dr. Fred Goodman is Professor of 
Education Emeritus at the University of Michigan, 
specialising in the design of information systems, 
simulations and academic games.
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The enl*ght team recently interviewed 
Ken Mizusawa, a Language Arts 
and Literature teacher at Dunman 
High School (DHS), and Rachel Poh, 
a Literature teacher at Ngee Ann 
Secondary School (NAS), to find 
out how experienced teachers are 
creative in the Literature classroom. We 
discussed, at length, the principles that 
inform their teaching strategies and the 
forms of creativity that manifest in their 
classrooms.  Here is a summary of our 
discussions: 

Motivations
Rachel frequently emphasizes the 
importance of student engagement 
in her class. For her, these creative 
lessons/products are a valuable tool for 
teachers to get students interested in 
what they are about to learn. For Ken, 
literature is about enriching students 
in their understanding of the world 
around them. Both teachers emphasize 
the need to see beyond assessment 
and grades; Ken reminds us that most 
of the things that they learn through 
creative lessons may not even be 
quantifiable, but have a definite impact 
on these students as they study other 
subjects. Part of the problem lies in 
justifiying these activities to various 
stakeholders in education, such as 
other teachers, parents, or even the 
students themselves.

Planning
For Ken, inculcating creativity requires 
significant planning and commitment. 
For instance, Ken gets his students 
to write scripts as an assessment, 
encouraging them to persist in drafting 
and revising their work so as to obtain 
a final product of quality. In addition, 
he organises various extra-curricular 
activities, such as overseas learning 
trips to relevant destinations, such as 

BY SANAH AKHTAR, MARCUS CHAI 
& RUSSELL TAN

Creativity in the English Classroom 
How two experienced teachers get creative - Meet Ken Mizusawa from 
Dunman High and Rachel Poh from Ngee Ann Secondary School
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the Globe Theatre in London. He even 
plans optional workshops and classes 
during the school’s Elective Week, 
where students are allowed to choose 
from a list of modules to participate in 
outside of curriculum time. Adopting 
a slightly different approach in NAS, 
Rachel defines creativity as having the 
flexibility to plan lessons that are both 
fun and effective in order to engage 
and excite students. For Rachel, 
creativity begins with the teacher who 
embraces adaptability by consistently 
tweaking lesson objectives and 
activities to suit the learner’s needs.

Creative Material
Students need to be exposed to a 
wide variety of texts so that they have 
a sense of what creative material looks 
like and the kind of expectations that 
accompany their own creative efforts.

At DHS, Ken introduces a diverse range 
of material, such as Plato’s Allegory of 
the Cave, weaving philosophy into the 
Language Arts programme to teach 
students that all knowledge is linked. 
Students also watch documentaries 
and films that allow them to examine 
the study of language in a dynamic 
environment. Thus, it is worth noting 
that students in DHS benefit from a 
highly-structured programme that 
helps to systematically infuse creativity 
in their learning.

In NAS however, the emphasis is less 
on the breadth of creative material that 
students are exposed to  but rather on 
selecting quality creative works that 
will challenge and enrich students as 
they engage with the text. As such, 
students read Shakespeare (abridged 
and unabridged) as well as poetry and 
prose. An example of the prose the 
students read at Secondary One level 
is The Outsiders. Beyond the selection 
of creative material however, both Ken 
and Rachel shared that classoom 
discussions, where the teacher can 
take on the role of devil’s advocate, 
serve as a vital avenue through which 
creative and critical thinking can take 
place. Thus, while exposing students 
to creative materials is beneficial, 

exactly how teachers get students to 
think and grapple with the texts they 
read is of more primary importance. 

Creative Application
Creative application of knowledge and 
skills needs to be a key cornerstone 
of the curriculum, occurring in as 
many permutations as possible. This 
will allow students to translate what 
they learn in the Literature class 
into different modes of presentation 
and this act of translation in itself is 
a meaningful creative activity that 
students can become accustomed 
to. In this manner, students take 
ownership of their learning and more 
significantly, become involved in their 
own process of meaning-making 
through the study of texts. For example, 
in film studies, Ken’s students come 
up with film proposals based on a 
Science topic they have studied and 
create a storyboard of the film, while 
in Language Arts, Ken’s students are 
given a situational writing task where 
they first watch an anti-bullying video 
and then write a letter to the Principal 
stating whether or not such a video 
is suitable to screen in the school. 
Rachel uses freeze frames to teach 
dramatisation in texts, and getting 
students to respond to basic themes 
and concerns. Rachel also tasked her 
students to re-write Shakespearean 
texts (such as Romeo and Juliet) in a 
localised context or through the use of 
Singlish, as holiday homework.

Problems with Creative 
Application
One of the concerns that came up 
in the interview was the feasibility 
and practicality of creative lessons. 
More creative tasks demanded more 
subjective ways of marking. Ken 
emphasised the need for intuition, 
whereas Rachel suggested a more 
relaxed way of perceiving the 
product’s relevance to the subject. 
Both teachers used script-writing as a 
way to get students to understand the 
nuances of plays and dramatisation. 
Such diversions from standard lesson 
objectives and material required 
teachers to balance the riguours of 

standardised testing with the need to 
give students leeway to experiment.

Creative Practice
Teachers need to be actively involved 
in creative pursuits on a personal 
level, so as to model creativity as an 
attitude that requires commitment and 
persistence alongside passion and 
interest. For example, Ken conducts 
Educators’ Workshops for the Asian 
Film Archive (AFA). He also writes and 
directs for the English Drama Society 
(EDS) at DHS, with some of his plays 
being performed in “Singapore 
Short + Sweet” – a ten minute play 
festival – and “Celebrate Drama!” 
– a youth theatre festival organised 
by the Singapore Drama Educators’ 
Association (SDEA).

Teacher Competence
One of the questions that surfaced 
in the interviews was the role of the 
teacher’s beliefs and values in crafting 
a creative lesson. Creativity eventually 
boils down to the teacher’s willingness 
to “go the extra mile” for the class, 
and that structured programmes on 
their own may not be completely 
effective in getting students to be 
creative, especially if the teacher is 
not creative or willing to be creative 
in the first place. Rachel’s attitude 
seems to mirror Ken’s (implied) 
attitude about the role of the teacher 
in encouraging creativity in the 
classroom. This is an important factor 
to consider especially in Singapore, 
where it seems that the government is 
keen on institutionalising “creativity”.

Conclusion
Ken and Rachel’s experiences 
provide a useful comparison in the 
use creative practices to teach high- 
and low-ability learners. Both teachers 
emphasize that being creative in the 
classroom often means a great deal 
more effort and flexibility in engaging 
students. 
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In keeping with this issue’s central theme 
of creativity, several of our articles explore 
how one can be creative in the Literature 
classroom, offering essential principles 
for educators to adhere to as well as 
useful ideas that teachers can apply. Yet, 
no discussion on the subject of creativity 
is complete without a careful look at the 
pragmatic constraints teachers are faced 
with. The second half of our research 
project entitled Serious Play: Exploring 
Creativity in the Singapore Literature 
Classroom required the enl*ght team 
of 6 pre-service teachers to attempt to 
infuse creative approaches in our own 
Literature classrooms during the ten-
week teaching practicum. Through our 
individual experiences, group reflections 
and insightful sharing by experienced 
teachers, we learnt that a number of 
common constraints often serve as 
stumbling blocks on the path towards 
a creative classroom. As such, in a 
bid to support teachers who aspire to 
incorporate creative strategies in their 
classroom teaching, this article highlights 
key constraints faced by teachers and 
offers some helpful tips to manage such 
challenges.

Constraint #1: 
Misconceptions Regarding 
Creative Lessons

Although creativity is invoked as a 
buzzword in our educational landscape, 
it remains a rather vague concept with 
various individuals taking it to mean 
different things. Nevertheless, the 
predominant perception of creative 
lessons in schools however is that 
they are fun and exciting classroom 
activities conducted occasionally to 
encourage student engagement and 
motivation. Thus, this often means that 
creative lessons tend to be sporadic 
and inconsistent, especially when high-
stakes examinations are looming around 
the corner. This misconception regarding 
creative lessons proves a significant 
challenge to teachers as they must first 
work to re-conceptualise the notion of 

BY SANAH AKHTAR

Sustainable Creativity 
Managing Constraints in the Creative Classroom

creativity, demonstrating that it is not 
merely about specific one-off activities 
but rather, an attitude that ought to be 
used to invigorate the way teaching and 
learning takes place on a day-to-day 
basis.

Constraint #2: 
Effectiveness of Creative 
Lessons

A fundamental lesson that we learnt 
through our own attempts to infuse 
creativity in the Literature classroom 
is that all creative tasks and activities 
must be carefully designed with the 
overarching objective of maximizing 
students’ learning. Teachers must ask 
themselves whether the creative lesson 
has been crafted in the most effective way 
to convey particular concepts or ideas to 
students, or whether certain innovative 
tasks are useful in helping students’ 
consolidate and apply what they have 
learnt. As such, creative lessons are 
only valuable as they are effective in 
facilitating learning and this serves as a 
checking point for teachers to ensure that 
their creative lessons are grounded and 
relevant to their particular student profile.

Constraint #3: Dealing with 
Students’ Comfort Levels

An essential difficulty that teachers face 
when initiating change in the classroom is 

managing students’ reactions to the said 
change. Similarly, in our experience, we 
found that where students were not used 
to tasks that gave them license to ‘create’ 
or required them to apply their knowledge 
in innovative ways, they tended to 
respond with confusion and discomfort. 
In this respect, infusing creative ideas 
into lessons can be a frustrating process 
for teachers as the results are by no 
means instantaneous. In fact, teachers 
must provide a great deal of guidance, 
scaffolding and encouragement in order 
to push students’ out of their comfort 
zones and have them take on creative 
tasks that require them to grapple with 
open-endedness. Like many of the other 
skills we attempt to introduce to students 
in our classrooms, teachers need to 
model creativity as an attitude and way of 
thinking in order for students to recognize 
its value and apply it in their own learning.

The above constraints represent three 
key areas of concern that we identified 
through our research efforts, however, 
they are by no means the only challenges 
teachers might face when attempting to 
incorporate creative strategies in their 
classroom. The challenges are many and 
multifold and yet, so are the rewards. 
Thus, while we can offer no conclusive 
solutions to the aforementioned 
challenges, through the course of our 
study we have come to realize that for 
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creativity to flourish in the classroom, 
we need to approach it in the view of 
sustainable practice. Although having 
creative materials, innovative modes of 
application and being involved in creative 
practice helps, we need to see beyond 
the individual teacher to think of creativity 
as being part of an ecological system 
where key conditions such as student-
centeredness, teacher adaptability, 
classroom and school culture are 
necessary for students to thrive. As pre-
service teachers, our time spent in the 
classroom has been limited, however 
our collective experiences have shown 
us that creativity is not about the single 
lesson that is unique and interesting but 
rather, is a process of building towards 
that lesson and subsequently building 
upon it. By realigning our understanding 
of creativity in this way, we dispel the 
misconception that creativity is all about 
fun and games and free play but rather 
make clear that in the classroom, it’s 
about play with a purpose. 

How do I Work Towards 
Sustainable Creativity?

1. Start small – begin with a single 
task or a portion of a lesson so that 
you don’t overwhelm yourself or your 
students.

2. Rework, Retry, Modify – creativity 
is also about working within 
limitations and constraints so don’t 
be disheartened if things don’t 
always work out the first time and try, 
try again.

3. Speak their lingo – work with what 
interests your particular student 
profile even if it means entering 
unchartered waters. Push yourself 
out of your own comfort zone so that 
your students will follow your lead.

4. Scaffold creativity – dispel the 
myth that creativity is always a 
spontaneous spark of genius by 
easing students step by step into the 
process of discussion, expression 
and creation

5. Work in a team of like-minded 
people – creativity thrives where 
there is discussion and synergy 
so try to work with like-minded 
colleagues when planning creative 
strategies to bring to the classroom. 


BY DR. LOH CHIN EE & CLARYCE LUM

Amabile & Tighe (1993) summarize research 
on creativity by narrowing it down to three 
main factors. First, creativity involves a 
novel or original product that is appropriate 
to the field. Secondly, creativity is driven 
by intrinsic motivation or passion. Thirdly, 
creativity includes attributes of an open-
mind and risk-taking. These mindsets and 
attitudes that encourage creativity require 
a classroom environment where students 
do not fear to talk and experiment. Here 
are ideas to help you be creative in your 
literature classroom:

1. Make use of everyday media to make 
connections between students’ 
lives and the ideas they encounter 
in literature. For example, recent 
movies or songs may provide great 
avenues into relevant discussion topics. 
A recent example is X-men: The Final 
Stand, which is great for talking about 
mutants (think Chrysalids), conformity 
and independence, survival, and 
environmental issues. The ending of 
the movie, which is ambiguous, can be 
compared with the ending of the novel, 
which is also ambiguous. What does it 
tell us about human nature? Where do we 
stand on our beliefs and what does that 
tell us about our own view of the world?

2. Try some translation activities. 
Translation activities are when you 
translate texts from one media to 
another, or from one context to another. 
Translation activities, when well-planned, 
can help students understand the text 
better since they need to capture key 
characters, events and ideas, in order to 
create effective translations. In addition, 
they have to think about what would or 
would not fit into the new contexts. For 
translation into different genres, they have 
to understand how the form of the genre 
works. It goes without saying that clear 
instructions and some examples will help 
students capture your translation aims a 
little better. Some examples of translation 
activities: translating Shakespearean 
texts into manga, Singlish or converting 
a poem into a pictorial image. Available 
translations (such as movie versions of 
Shakespearean plays) also provide room 
for discussion and as models.

3. Find opportunities to read or display 
creative works by others and by 
students. Geniuses are usually experts 
in their field – you have to know the 
existing artwork in order to create new and 
original artwork. Expose your students 
to great works and their own works by 
reading a poem or two at the beginning 
of each lesson. Have your students pick 
poems to share. It takes a few minutes 
at the beginning of each class, and who 
says you have to dissect every poem that 
is brought to the classroom?

4. Find time to read. The problem with 
teaching is that we are so busy and caught 
up with planning for lessons and marking 
till the wee hours of the morning that we 
neglect to read. Reading is inspirational 
and reminds us about why we teach 
literature. Our passion and continued 
engagement also rubs off on our students. 
Do set some goals for your own reading, 
perhaps a book during the term and more 
during the school breaks. You don’t have 
to read the classics all the time! Read 
books that you can recommend to your 
students to help them get started on 
immersing themselves in different worlds 
through books.

5. Use commercial aids or artefacts. 
Introducing educational toys in your 
primary or lower secondary classroom, 
such as Comprehension Cubes ($28.90), 
can prompt student discussions of texts. 
These sets of foam dice have questions 
that range from those suitable for 
primary school students (“How are you 
and the main character different?”) to 
those suitable for upper primary to lower 
secondary students (“How might this 
story relate to your life?”). Other relevant 
educational toys include Writing Prompt 
Cubes ($28.90), inflatable toss-and-
catch toys for language practice ($23.90) 
and language board games such as 
award-winning Go To Press!: Grammar 
Board Game ($52.90) and Reading 
Rods: Sentence Building Classroom 
Kits ($76.90). Two online Singaporean 
distributors you can visit to find out more 
are www.newagekidz.com and www.
learningstore.com.sg. Both conduct 
sales through their website, but you can 
email them to request for dates of their 
upcoming educational fair booths and for 
special prices for schools. 
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Using LEGO® and Play-Doh® to Foster Deep 
Understanding in the Literature Classroom

Deep Understanding
As a teacher of literature, I want nothing 
more than for my students to experience 
those “aha”, light bulb moments, when 
they truly appreciate literary texts and 
understand them on a deep level. Yes, 
they need to be able to articulate their 
thoughts effectively, but well expressed 
responses that lack depth of insight 
and personal engagement with texts 
will never be awarded top grades. First, 
students of literature need to understand 
deeply, and then it is more likely that 
the rich written responses will follow. 
As David Best (1991) puts it: “The most 
important educational quality is not 
the ability to assert or assent to true 
propositions, but conceptual grasp, 
creative understanding” (p. 271).

In recent years, there has been a 
growing interest in how to foster deep 
understanding in students. In Singapore, 
for example, the Ministry of Education 
(MOE) has formulated what it deems to be 
the Desired Outcomes of Education. Three 
of the four Desired Outcomes address 
areas that have a bearing on teaching 
and learning, and focus upon each 
student becoming, amongst other things, 
a confident person who is discerning in 
judgment, thinks critically, communicates 
effectively, is self-directed and who 
questions, reflects and perseveres in the 
pursuit of learning. This type of student 
seeks deep understanding that cannot be 
achieved through “teaching to the test” 
and rote learning. A number of recent 
pedagogical frameworks, including 
Understanding by Design, conceived 
by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe 
(2005), and Teaching for Understanding, 
designed by the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education under David Perkins 
and Howard Gardner, and expounded in 
a text edited by Wiske (1998), focus upon 
encouraging students to demonstrate 
their understanding and make their 
thinking visible. Robyn Jackson’s (2011) 

BY DR. SUSAN JANE MARKS exploration of “rigorous learning” as a 
pathway to deep understanding also 
focuses upon the need for students to 
“construct meaning and impose structure 
on situations rather than expect to find 
them already apparent” (Resnick, 1987).

Right Mode  
Learning Activities
One way teachers can guide students 
towards forming a deep understanding 
of literary texts is by setting tasks that 
require them to use the right side of 
the brain. Right mode activities focus 
upon grasping underlying concepts 
and seeing the “big picture”, rather 
than breaking down material into parts. 
As Murr & Williams (1988) state: “We 
create mental images as we learn and 
conceptualize to ‘get the picture’. We 
often affirm learning, the act of learning, 
by saying ‘I see!’ So let us begin to 
recognize the need to use pictures to 
‘get the picture’” (pp. 417-18). The other 
distinctive feature of right mode activities 
is that they are not language-based. It 
may seem counter-intuitive for a teacher 
of literature to incorporate activities into 
lessons that are not primarily focused 
upon writing or speaking. In practice, 
however, when right mode strategies 
are employed in the classroom a strong 
conceptual foundation is established 
upon which subsequent language-based 
activities can be built. Indeed, it is the 
movement back and forth from the big 
picture, conceptual right mode, to the 
detailed, language-based left mode 
that is characteristic of strong Literature 
students. Yet in spite of its importance, 
encouraging students to engage in right 
mode processes, especially at Upper 
Secondary and Junior College levels, is 
not all that common. Teachers can take 
a step in this direction by simply trusting 
that their students have wonderful ideas 
brewing within them, and by providing 
them with the time and the tools they 
need to give form and substance to their 
ideas.

LEGO® and Play-Doh® 
Representations in the 
Literature Classroom 

LEGO® and Play-Doh® tend to conjure 
up images of pre-school children playing 
around in early learning centres, or 
at home. I guess they are generally 
considered child’s play. But when used 
to represent students’ conceptual 
understanding of texts, LEGO® and Play-
Doh® take on a whole new dimension 
– and a challenging one at that! After 
seeing the benefits of using LEGO® 
and Play-Doh® with my Junior College 
Literature students, I invested in my own 
large, mixed LEGO® set, and divided it 
into six plastic containers. I also bought 
six tubs of Play-Doh® and some wooden 
sticks and wooden cubes with holes in 
them (see pictures) that I picked up very 
cheaply at Cold Storage (but Play-Doh® 
alone works fine as well).

Contexts
LEGO® and Play-Doh® can be used 
whenever you want students to form big 
picture ideas about texts. Sometimes, 
after my students have read an unfamiliar 
poem for Practical Criticism (P.C.), I 
ask them to work in groups to create 
a model that represents for them the 
overarching meaning of the poem. Or if 
they are comparing two poems for P.C., 
I might ask them to create a model that 
reflects the essence of both poems, 
so they can show both what the poems 
have in common and areas of variation 
between the two. My students have also 
found LEGO® and Play-Doh® useful 
when formulating big picture ideas about 
their set texts for the Women in Literature 
elective (Paper 5).

Principles of Design
Effective right mode representational 
activities using LEGO® and Play-Doh® 
are:

• open-ended (there is no fixed 
answer) but based on a clearly 
defined task
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• concerned with the “big picture” and 
grasping underlying meaning

• designed to reveal connections 
(synthesis)

• interested in emotional responses

• designed to elicit complex, multi-
layered, sometimes ambiguous 
responses

• a stimulus for left mode activities, 
such as oral and written responses.

Roles of the Teacher
When students create LEGO® or Play-
Doh® representations, the teacher 
functions as a hands-off facilitator. The 
key roles for the teacher are to:

• carefully craft a question or task that 
requires students to form a deep 
understanding of the underlying 
meaning of texts

• divide the class into groups

• wander around and observe groups. 
Ask questions and show an interest, 
but refrain from offering suggestions

• provide sufficient time for the groups 
to grapple with ideas

• gather the class around each 
representation in turn, asking 
each group to explain theirs. 
Allow discussion and questioning 
to flow freely. The creators of the 
representation under discussion and 
other members of the class should 
be involved in the discussion. The 
teacher might ask questions like, “Is 
this how the rest of you see it?” and 
“Where else in the text can we see 
evidence for these ideas?”

• set a left mode follow-up task. I 
frequently ask my students to write 
a journal entry explaining their 
group’s representation and any 
ideas they gleaned from the other 
groups’ representations. I also tend 
to ask a student to take photos of 
the representations on their iphone 
and then to email these to the class 
and to me. One group member 
from each group then writes up a 

description of their model and sends 
it to everyone. Students then have 
a record of the big-picture ideas in 
visual and written form.

The Benefits  
• Creativity flourishes: students shape 

and construct ideas as they mould 
the Play-Doh® and build using the 
LEGO®.

• Every student is involved in the 
process of forming a personal 
response to a literary text.

• Students learn from one another, 
through their collaboration in 
creating the representations, and 
through sharing their ideas with the 
whole class.

• Students who do not normally 
participate in class discussions 
are often willing to talk about their 
LEGO® or Play-Doh® models (which 
represent their understanding of a 
text).

• Teachers can assess the extent 
to which students possess a 
conceptual understanding of a text.

Examples  
While studying Caryl Churchill’s play Top 
Girls, as part of the Women in Literature 
elective, I asked students to create 
representations that reflected their 
understanding of “the kind of woman 

Top Girl
A LEGO® representation of “the kind 
of woman who makes it in the working 

world of Top Girls” by students 
studying Caryl Churchill’s play.

who makes it in the working 
world of Top Girls.” One group 
produced the following LEGO® 
representation (right). And here is 
their explanation of it:

We were discussing traits of 
women in Top Girls who make it in 
the working world. Immediately 
we thought of toughness, 
efficiency, moral flexibility, and 
non-sentimentality. And the word 
“male” instantly surfaced. We 

needed our woman to “become” a man 
- even if it meant giving up everything 
associated with a woman, especially 
her family, for a set of male genitalia. 
The hyperbolical notion of “becoming 
the man” can be seen to represent the 
extent of the sacrifice of a woman, and 
I guess an example of someone who 
has come close to that would be Pope 
Joan. We didn’t mean for the model 
to appear robotic, but angular, sturdy 
LEGO® did that for us, and we realized 
that the robot is a great symbol of non-
sentimentality and task efficiency, to the 
extent of not being natural. (Our robo-
woman is better – it has got edge; the 
toughness and individuality that are 
bestowed on her by her balls). Our 
robo-woman, however, isn’t guided 
by a set of algorithms, or principles. 
She is morally flexible, choosing 
pragmatism over idealism, anything 
that is convenient in getting her ahead, 
as represented by her one closed eye, 
or at least what looks like an eye patch.

Upon examining the reasons behind 
our choice of representation of the 
successful woman, we questioned why 
we chose a biological male. The fact that 
we established the connection between 
the tough woman and becoming 
the man exposes our persistent 
groundedness in established gender 
stereotypes, such that a woman who 
displays toughness and assertiveness 
is either adored or condemned as 
“having got balls”. Through the building 
of the model, we realized that perhaps 
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Top Girl
A LEGO® 
representation 
of “the kind of 
woman who 
makes it in the 
working world 
of Top Girls” 
by students 
studying Caryl 
Churchill’s 
play.

we have not yet reached the paradigm 
in which such stereotypes are blurred 
or forgotten, and where a successful 
corporate woman can be represented 
in all her toughness and confidence 
without the association with the male 
genitalia - whether out of resentment or 
admiration.

In response to the same task, another 
group created the following representation 
(right). Here is the explanation of this 
representation from one of the group 
members:

Churchill’s women see the need to 
compartmentalize and separate their 
private lives, such as their dalliances 
with men (represented by the blue and 
black LEGO® blocks on the side), from 
their public work lives, so that they 
can remain in control of both. Even 
within their work lives, their lives are 
well organised according to the tasks 
they must achieve. This is represented 
through the solid colour blocks in our 
construct. While we did not attribute 
specific aspects of their lives to each 
colour block, we did choose red for 
one of the colours as it represents their 
dominance as well as blood, which 
alludes to the cut-throat competition 
closely linked with their fight to the top. 

The eye perched on the construct 
represents the foresight and 
opportunism that they must possess to 
seek out ‘pastures new’, as Nell puts 
it - places where they see that they 
can better succeed. In other words,  
successful women may not always be 
focused on those in their midst, such 
as the plight of the women around them 
who are still oppressed, but instead are 
constantly fixated on the opportunities 
that could bring them an even better 
situation than the one they are in. 

The success of women necessarily 
involves trampling on others, 
represented by the stepping stones 
we perched our model on, signifying 
that the successful woman achieves 
at the cost of others. The wheels 
represent the mobility and the lack of 
commitment these women possess, 
while the pink block, significantly 

the smallest piece in the construct, 
represents the feminine identity, with its 
myriad of significances, compressed 
and isolated by the successful woman 
behind the large, angular construct 
that hints at the toughness and 
uncompromising masculine nature 
that these women adopt in order to 
succeed in the corporate world. Yet, 
it is hinted that the women can never 
separate themselves fully from this 
identity-- the wheels with which they 
advance up the socio-economic ladder 
would also bear the burden of their 
suppressed feminine identity. Perhaps 
this is why Marlene cries - despite her 
success, she finds that she is weighed 
down by the burden of all that she 
has abandoned as a woman, showing 

how the feminine identity can never be 
separated from the woman, not even 
the most ambitious of them all.

******

On another occasion, I broke the 
class into groups and each group was 
allocated one of the characters from Act 
I of Top Girls. I asked them to create 
a representation of “their character’s 
experience - in all its complexity - of being 
a woman”. Two of the groups used Play-
Doh® and wooden cubes and sticks, and 
their representations (below and on the 
following page) and explanations follow:

We constructed a representation of 

Isabella Bird
A representation by students studying Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls of Isabella Bird’s 
“experience - in all its complexity - of being a woman” made of Play-doh® and wooden 
cubes and sticks and inspired by Robert Frost’s ‘The Road Not Taken’.
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Dull Gret
A representation by students studying Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls of Dull Gret’s “experience - 
in all its complexity - of being a woman” made of Play-doh® and wooden sticks.

Isabella Bird out of Play-Doh® and 
sticks. In the display, Isabella stands 
where the road starts to diverge (photo 
on previous page). Two distinct paths 
can be seen, one being a relatively 
smooth and straight road, the other, 
a curvy road full of obstacles. The 
obstacles represent the things Isabella 
Bird has to face when she takes the 
decision to follow her heart. Being a 
woman of the nineteenth century, her 
travels were looked down upon by 
society. Our representation of Isabella 
Bird was inspired by Robert Frost’s 
‘The Road Not Taken’. Following her 
heart and travelling around the world 
was indeed a road not usually taken 
by women of the nineteenth century. 
Society expects her to conform to their 
social norms and to be like most other 
women who stay at home and take care 
of the family. Upon closer inspection, 
you will observe a heart on the road 
sign pointing towards the curvy road, 
where a boat is waiting, and a broken 
heart pointing towards her house. This, 
in essence, captures what we deem to 
be the most significant part of Isabella - 
the inner conflict she experiences.

******

We constructed a series of models we 
feel best represent Dull Gret (above). 
Our models include a fist, a sword, a 
weighing scale and a heart. 

Our first model is a blue heart, torn 
into two, which signifies the immense 
sadness we believe Dull Gret must have 
gone through with the horrifying death 
of her children. The fist and the sword 
signify the strength and courage we 
feel Dull Gret had in abundance. She 
was able to face demons in hell in order 
to take vengeance on her children’s 
death, in spite of her own grief. Lastly, 
the weighing scale shows what we 
feel Dull Gret holds to be important. 
On one side, the scale holds typical 
feminine behaviour, expectations of 
womanhood, society’s good opinion 
on her, wealth and material goods. The 
other holds her heart. An important 
aspect of being a woman, we believe, 
is making choices. Dull Gret chose to 
follow her heart above all else. She 
ignored societal conventions, using 

words like “Balls”, “Big cock” through 
dinner. She led a crowd of peasant 
women into hell to fight, shattering 
all expectations of perfectly ladylike 
behaviour. There, she even ignores the 
demon scooping gold out of its arse 
in order to follow her heart and seek 
revenge. Hence, these three models 
collectively make up different aspects 
of Dull Gret as a woman.

******

These visual representations of textual 
understanding can, of course, be used 
for the purpose of informal formative 
assessment by the teacher. The best 
representations will be characterised by 
complexity and by a compelling sense of 
the whole, demonstrating how aspects of 
the whole cohere or are held in tension. 
They will be multi-layered and viewers will 
gain their own “aha” moments from them, 
as they see the text in a new, or more 
nuanced and textured light. But regardless 
of the quality of the representations, the 
process of creating them should yield 
new insights for the students themselves. 
In the process of grappling with ideas 
to construct meaning, students should 
be learning from one another and 
deepening their understanding. Using 
LEGO® and Play-Doh® in Literature 
lessons should be both challenging and 
fun! Tasks that involve the use of Lego, 

Play-Doh® and other materials form part 
of a wider creative pedagogy designed 
to encourage students to appreciate, 
reflect, seek, question, collaborate and 
shape meaning. 

Dr. Susan Jane Marks currently teaches 
at Victoria Junior College. 
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Metaphors. One of those elusive concepts 

that we understand inherently, and yet find 

so hard to articulate when we teach. How 

exactly do we teach students something 

that already exists in their everyday lives, 

but hardly ever notice? How do we get the 

message across that metaphors are not a 

staid aspect of literature, but present as 

part of daily speech and always evolving 

in different ways?

One of the common mental blocks that 

students face in learning Literature is that 

the concepts they learn are restricted 

to prose, poetry and drama; most of the 

time, the only conscious interaction they 

have with these concepts is through the 

printed word. They are, in effect, peering 

through a keyhole into the glittering 

worlds presented to them in text, but 

unable to experience them. That’s why 

most students can’t relate to Shakespeare 

and poetry, as well as their related literary 

concepts. As teachers, our responsibility 

is to unlock these mental (and often 

cultural) barriers and let them step through 

to the world beyond. In other words, we 

cannot simply teach through text alone 

– we have to find alternative ways for 

students to experience Literature.

The Metaphor Game
It was with this idea in mind that we came 

up with the metaphor game, which was 

originally part of an assignment for one 

of our academic modules in the National 

Institute of Education (NIE). Called the 

Wheel of Life, it functions primarily to 

teach students – via experiential learning 

– how metaphors work by linking the tenor 

and vehicle by an attribute they have to 

BY MILDRED CHEW & MELODY BAY

Metaphorically Speaking 
Learning metaphors has never been so inventive - until now.

think up on their own. It also reinforces 

the message that metaphors don’t have 

to be clichés, and more importantly, that 

metaphors can be brought outside the 

literary context into the everyday world.

The game consists of three concentric 

circles, with the outermost (the Tenor 

Wheel) corresponding to abstract 

concepts such as Beauty, Death, 

Jealousy and so on, and the second 

circle (the Vehicle Wheel) comprising 

of everyday objects. The innermost and 

last wheel is the Number Wheel, which 

functions as a die.

During gameplay, students can either be 

individual players or form groups with 

representatives sent out at every turn. The 

Number Wheel is first spun to determine 

the points one will receive in their turn. 

They then spin the Tenor Wheel, followed 

by the Vehicle Wheel, and the Tenor and 

Vehicle that land on the pointer are the 

ones they have to match. For instance, a 

student may spin the Number Wheel and 

determine that they will receive 6 points 

for each attribute they link between the 

tenor and vehicle. They then spin Love 

as a tenor, and Lamp-post as a vehicle. 

If they can make a link between the two – 

for example, love is a lamp-post because 

it lights your way even on the darkest 

days – they receive the 6 points, and the 

number subsequently multiplies if they 

can come up with more attributes.

Each turn has a time limit of one minute, 

which encourages the students to think 

on their feet. If the time limit is up and 

the student has failed to come up with 

an attribute, or chooses to opt out of that 

round, he/she takes a Chicken Card, 

which indicates the number of points 

they have spun and will subsequently be 

deducted at the end of the game.

“In every job that must be done, there is an element of  fun. You find the 
fun and snap! The job’s a game!” (Julie Andrews in Mary Poppins, 1964)
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National Schools  
Literature Festival 2011

The flexibility of this game allows one to 

use it as a main activity or as a five-minute 

filler in the classroom, as well as engage 

the entire class (since there is no limit to 

the number of players, and players can 

be groups with representatives in each 

turn). When played as an entire class, It 

can be placed on the visualizer for easy 

viewing.

How to Make Your Own
The original prototype, as a project for 

submission, was created using acrylic 

pieces. As acrylic is not an easily 

accessible material for every teacher, you 

can choose to use cardboard or even 

stiff paper to create the three concentric 

circles. The accompanying image we 

have provided with this article can be 

printed, cut out and pasted, or you can 

create your own. As an alternative to 

the spinning circles, you can fix a long 

pointer to the centre (that extends to all 

three circles) using a thumbtack and spin 

that instead.  For a more solid structure, 

you can use styrofoam to make up the 

circular base of the game.

The digital version of the game is currently 

in the works, and will be available to every 

Literature teacher in the near future. In 

the meantime, however, you can use the 

above mentioned method to create your 

own physical game, or – as an even more 

convenient method – simply write the 

tenors, vehicles and numbers on pieces 

of paper and organize them into three 

bags. Students can then draw a random 

piece of paper from each bag to play, 

with the same game concept.

Teaching with the Game
As with any other activity, the game should 

be wrapped up at the end of the lesson 

with a summary of its learning points. 

Apart from letting students experience 

metaphor-making for themselves, it 

also teaches how cultural differences 

play a part in the process, since each 

student creates and interprets metaphors 

differently. In matching attributes that 

are otherwise unlikely (optimism and 

butter, anyone?) students also think out 

of the box; this encourages them to look 

further and read deeper in future literary 

analyses. 

The game itself was also designed with 

metaphors in mind: the randomness on 

which the gameplay is based is relevant 

to the unpredictability of life, while the 

white and black colors of the tenor wheel 

are multimodal representations of good 

and bad qualities. The colors of the 

vehicle wheel also represent the richness 

of life. These elements of the game were 

deliberately designed with the theme in 

mind, and can be pointed out to students 

as part of the lesson, e.g. a discussion on 

why we tend to see white/black as good/

bad, whether it is a cultural view, etc.

We hope that in creating and using your 

metaphor game, your lessons will be 

even more fun and engaging than before, 

and lead to effective learning on the part 

of the students. It’s a win-win situation for 

everyone! 

Mildred Chew and Melody Bay are 
currently in their third year of the BA 
programme at NIE.

What can you find 
on enl*ght Online?

enlight-online.com

The next issue of enl*ght 
will examine poetry and 
teaching the unseen. If you 
have ideas or lesson plans 
to share, please email us at  
nie.enlight@gmail.com.

The National Schools Literature Festival (NSLF) is an annual event that was 
started in 2004. It is organised by teachers from various schools who are passionate 
about Literature, in collaboration with Lit Up Singapore, Emerging Writers and 
Performers Festival. The theme of the 2011 NSLF will be The City Limits.

  The goals of the NSLF are as follows:
•	 To	bring	Literature	teachers	together	with	a	shared	mission	and	purpose.
•	 To	provide	a	platform	which	teachers	can	use	to	enthuse	and	inspire	their 

students in studying Literature.
•	 To	motivate	more	students	to	offer	Literature	at	the	upper	secondary	level.

During this year’s festival, there will be an upper secondary set text debate based 
on the participating school’s Secondary 3 Literature text, a lower secondary poetry 
slam organized by Word Forward, a lower secondary drama book trailer and a 
literature book parade. Winners to the Lit Up Creative Writing Competition will 
be announced on the day of the festival. For more information and to participate, 
please contact noridah_moosa@moe.edu.sg.

Date:  16 July 2011 (Saturday)
Time:  8:00 a.m. to 1.30 p.m.
Venue: 	 Fairfield	Methodist	School	(Secondary)
  102 Dover Road S(139649)

1. Video extracts of the 
second Teachers 
and Writers series on 
Literature and Creativity. 
Featuring panellists Dr. Wee 
Wan-Ling, Tan Pin Pin and 
Ferdinand Quek.

2. Video extracts of the first 
Teachers and Writers 
series. Featuring a dialogue 
session with local writer 
Jean Tay.

3. The previous issue of 
enl*ght. Featuring creative 
ideas for the teaching of 
Jean Tay’s Boom.
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Our panellists
(from left) Dr. Wee Wan-Ling from the NTU 

English Department, local filmmaker Tan Pin 
Pin and MOE teacher Ferdinand Quek.

As part of the Teachers and Writers Series 
at NIE, student-teachers were treated 
to a panel discussion on the relations 
between literature and creativity on 13 
May 2011. The speakers at the event were 
Dr Wee Wan-Ling from the NTU English 
department, local filmmaker Tan Pin Pin, 
and MOE teacher Ferdinand Quek. 

As the introductory speaker, Wee opened 
the seminar by discussing the historical 
context of arts development in Singapore. 
Wee emphasized how literature provides 
a resistance capacity to mass cultural 
dominance and makes for a critically 
thinking and responsible citizenry. 
However, he suggested that the value of 
literature is undermined by the way it is 
taught in schools, living in the shadow of 
a language-teaching rubric emphasizing 
technical methods with practical 
applications. 

Moving from academia to practice, Tan 
shared with the audience what creativity 
meant to her, as a filmmaker and 
individual. For Tan, creativity is practical 
rather than a citizen-forming enterprise—
she describes it as simply pure hard 
work to solve problems and create 
solutions at minimal cost. Using start-
up companies as an analogy, she noted 
that development areas often have tags 
like “labs”, “garages” or “workshops”, 
as these reflect the practical aspects 
of experimenting and application. The 
creative process may be accidental or 
momentary, not initially directed but may 
ultimately be something that becomes 
more compulsive for the individual. It is 
the space for distraction and detraction 
that makes creativity possible. The 
onus is on teachers, then to protect and 
develop this voice in students. 

Demonstrating his version of creatively 
teaching Literature, Quek engaged 
audience members with a 15-minute 

BY NADIAH SONG & JEREMY TAY

On Literature and Creativity 
Panel Discussion - Teachers and Writers Series 
Speakers: Tan Pin Pin, Dr. Wee Wan-Ling, and Ferdinand Quek 
13 May, @ the National Institute of Education

demonstration of a “typical” Literature 
class. In his example, he encouraged 
the audience to play the part of students 
in order to collaboratively brainstorm 
different possibilities for elements for 
a short story. His activity differentiated 
between method, task and product. For 
Quek, “method” such as songs, videos 
and lessons are innovative, but only 
once. “Tasks” such as his activity, on the 
other hand, are designed to help students 
understand application and significance, 
and are hence “evergreen”. 

The Teachers and Writers Series is 
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. 


