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A
FTER Harold Ong finished the race,
the first thing he did was to hug and
thank his teacher-in-charge.

It did not matter whether the team had
won the title or not, what mattered was that
he completed the race, and finally felt good
about himself.

And the one person he wanted to thank
most was his school’s cross country teach-
er-coach Sheikha Fadzleen, the only one
who believed in him and gave him the
opportunity.

Said the 16-year-old student from Victo-
ria School (VS): “I wanted to give up run-

ning to focus on my studies as I wasn’t
doing well in school.

“But Madam Sheikha was very under-
standing. She gave me the necessary en-
couragement and support I needed.

“During the race, I told myself that I
wanted to make her proud. I couldn’t have
done well without her.”

Sheikha sets the example of a truly inspi-
rational teacher, who shoulders additional
responsibilities as both a PE teacher and
coach.

Over the years, she has groomed numer-
ous sporting stars from scratch.

But Harold was one of those who truly
inspired her. From a student who was
viewed as a “slacker” by his peers, Sheikha
transformed him into a top runner in VS.

She said: “I invited Harold to join the
cross country team towards the end of last
year as he didn’t have a CCA (Co-Curricular
Activity).

“I realised his potential after I saw his
NAPFA (National Physical Fitness Assess-
ment) results.

“Initially, I had to call him every day to

attend our morning trainings as he couldn’t
wake up on time.

“His attitude gradually improved, and
his efforts paid off when he finished 14th at
the nationals (National Inter-School Cross
Country Championships).

“After the race, he hugged and thanked
me for everything. It’s a feeling money can-
not buy. To me, this is a defining moment
as a teacher.”

Last week, despite being more than sev-
en months’ pregnant, Sheikha led her charg-
es to yet another National Inter-School B
Division Cross Country title.

Since she took over the sport in 2007, VS
has won six titles.

Rough times
Her journey with the team has been

especially rough this year, as she was expect-
ing her first child.

However, the selfless teacher drew
strength from her students, who continue
to inspire her year after year.

“The people who keep me going are my
students,” said the 31-year-old.

“This year has been particularly difficult
as I’m pregnant. I feel really restricted and I
get tired easily.

“But I’m proud of my students, their
successes inspire me.

“Winning many titles is not my target.
Allowing my students to achieve their goals
is more important.

“I see myself as a teacher, not a coach. I
always tell them to win with humility.

“It’s my job to develop not only good
sportsmen, but also to develop youths with
right values.”

Sheikha, an NUS graduate, first joined
VS in 2002 as a contract teacher, before
attending NIE the following year.

In her first stint at the school, she be-
came the third teacher-in-charge of the
cross country team, when her colleague Ho
Kiat Chong roped her in.

Said Sheikha: “Mr Ho, the main teach-
er-in-charge and coach of the team, saw my
interest in running. He asked if I wanted to
get involved and I agreed.

“However, I had to leave for NIE soon
after. Even while I was attending NIE, I still

came down on weekends to help out dur-
ing trainings.

“I wanted to return to VS after NIE. And
thanks to Mr Ho, who probably put in a
good word for me, I returned in 2005.”

Not long after Sheikha’s return to VS,
Ho entered his retirement year and was
looking to pass on the baton.

Taking charge
He had two candidates in mind – Tan

Chong Kiat, then second-in-charge, and
Sheikha. As Tan was already training the
track and field squad, Sheikha took over
the reins from Ho.

Initially, the team’s results did not go
Sheikha’s way.

She recalled: “In my first year as coach,
I saw myself as a failure as we didn’t win
the title. We’ve always finished in the top
four and won at least a title each year. It
was a great setback for me as VS did the
double – winning both the B and C Divi-
sions – the previous year.

“However, Mr Ho continued to encour-
age and mentor me. Hence, I decided to

stay on. Fortunately, we did better the
following year.”

Since then, few have questioned her
abilities as she continued to produce the
goods.

Apart from bringing in titles, she has
also touched many lives within her team.

Marcus Ng, a runner-up at the National
Inter-School Cross Country Champion-
ships, was grateful for Sheikha’s commit-
ment to the team. Both Marcus and
Sheikha live in VS’ boarding school.

“Madam Sheikha’s my teacher mentor
in the hostel, she’s like a mother to me.
She’s also very dedicated to the team and
takes time off her busy schedule to train
us,” said the Sec 4 student.

As Sheikha awaits motherhood – her
child is due late next month – she realises
that juggling the additional responsibility
will be challenging.

Said Sheikha: “I want to continue what
I’m doing. But I’ve promised my husband
that I’ll dedicate my time to our child.

“I’ll only reconsider my responsibilities
if I cannot cope.”

W
HEN Soilbuild Group’s managing
director Lim Chap Huat attended
last year’s awards’ ceremony to

honour The New Paper’s School Sports
Stars, he thought to himself: “Should we
also not recognise the people behind these
stars, especially their teacher-coaches?”

So he broached the idea to me with one
condition: That we honour only teach-
er-coaches, and not full-time paid coach-
es.

I agreed.

For it is one thing to coach a team full
time, it’s another to teach a subject in
school, and then coach the team after
school hours.

Also, full-time coaches who train sever-
al schools are well paid these days, with
some earning more than the teach-
ers-in-charge of their sports.

Dedication
But to prepare lessons the night before,

then to teach in class during the day (some-
times conduct extra lessons after school
hours), then to mark books before chang-
ing strips to coach a winning sports team,
all for the love of it – that is something else
altogether.

That is why, in addition to the TNP
School Sports Star Award presented by
H-TWO–O, we will be recognising teach-
er-coaches as well this year.

The award, presented by the Soilbuild
Group, will be named the S Soocelaraj
Award.

There are several reasons why we have
chosen to honour the late Soocelaraj, but
the primary one is that he was one of the
best teacher-coaches our education sys-
tem had the privilege of having.

Born in Penang and schooled at the
Penang Free School, Sooce (as he was
known) came to Singapore in 1953.

One reason he excelled as a teach-
er-coach was that he practised what he
preached, as Lim, who played hockey un-
der his care, would testify.

Right up to the day he retired from
teaching in 1990, Sooce demonstrated all
the skills, be it in hockey, cricket or Physi-
cal Education lessons, himself.

I remember a colleague going up to
stop him when he tried to teach the Fos-
bury Flop method of high jump himself –
at the ripe old age of 59.

He sincerely believed he could execute
the move.

After all, he had the rare distinction of
playing three sports – cricket, hockey and
rugby – on the international stage.

The feared leg-spinner played cricket
for Ceylon Sports Club until he was 60,
taking the most number of wickets for the
club in his final season.

And that was why he produced some of
the best hockey players and cricketers the
Republic has seen.

The list reads like a Who’s Who of Singa-
pore sports, including luminaries like the
late Malkit Singh, Hira Singh, and sea-
soned veterans like M Neethianathan, who
played hockey, cricket and football for
Combined Schools and Singapore, and na-
tional hockey captains Lam Yin Koi and
Kee Yaw Lin.

And in Stacey Muruthi, Sooce helped
develop one of the Republic’s best cricket-
ers.

Soocelaraj, who for many years also
taught chemistry besides PE, would cer-

tainly have been
proud of our first

nominee, Sheikha

Fadzleen (see

main story).

Besides teach-

ing PE as an O-Lev-

el subject, she has

taken on the re-

sponsibility of

looking after stu-

dents in her
school’s hall of res-

idence.

And train her

cross country run-

ners to national ti-

tles.

If you know of a

teacher like her, go

to www.tnp.sg/sss

and give him or

her the due recog-
nition.

Victoria School’s
Sheikha impresses
with dedication
and also results

2007: B Div – third; C Div – fourth
2008: B Div – first; C Div – fourth
2009: B Div - second; C Div – first
2010: B Div – first; C Div - first
2011: B Div – first; C Div - third
2012: B Div – first; C Div – fourth

VS’ CROSS COUNTRY
RESULTS

UNDER SHEIKHA

Goingthedistanceforherstudents

MOVING WORDS: A pregnant Sheikha still taking
time to motivate her runners. TNP PICTURE: NG JUN SEN

“I’m proud of my students, their
successes inspire me. Winning
many titles is not my target.
Allowing my students to
achieve their goals is more
important.”
– Sheikha Fadzleen

PROUD MOMENT: Sheikha Fadzleen (centre) with VS boys Bryan Yong (left) and
Marcus Ng at the Asian Junior Cross Country Championships in Mongolia last year. Marcus
won the bronze in the Under-15 category. PICTURE COURTESY OF SHEIKHA FADZLEEN

www.tnp.sg/sss or e-mail
npsports@sph.com.sg

SCHOOL
SPORTS

Do you know someone who fits the bill?
If you do, nominate him or her by filling

up the nomination form at

We will be profiling one nominee per week
based on your nominations. 

As part of the inaugural 
The New Paper School
Sports Star Award, we 
are on the lookout for
a star student athlete 
who has made key
contributions to his
or her school.       

Awardtorecognise
theteacher-coaches
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