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A VIDEO of a secondary school
student shouting at a teacher in
class, which went viral recently,
may have left some shocked, but
teachers say such incidents are
not uncommon here.

The two-minute video showed
a student demanding an apology
from the teacher after he was
asked to return to his seat.

More than half of the 10 sec-
ondary school teachers The
Straits Times spoke to had their
“horror stories”, adding that new
teachers are often easy targets
for misbehaving students.

And while such incidents oc-
cur across all levels, they tend to
crop up more in the Normal
Stream classrooms, as well as
among students who may have be-
havioural issues such as attention

deficit hyperactive disorder (AD-
HD) or problems at home.

Ms Siti A., 25, told The Straits
Times how in her first week teach-
ing English at a neighbourhood
school last year, a male student
in his teens called her a “bad
teacher” in an angry manner.

“As a new teacher, you have
(to be prepared) that you are go-
ing to be bullied every day,” said
Ms Siti, who teaches students
from both the Express and Nor-
mal streams.

Other teachers recalled in-
stances of students ganging up to
ignore questions during a lesson.
In one case, students released
cockroaches in class to disrupt a
lesson.

Teachers say there are many
reasons behind such behaviour,
including students being more de-
manding over what they see as
their “personal rights” and a lack

of discipline at home.
Sometimes, the misbehaviour

may be a way for students, who
have family or relationship prob-
lems, to vent.

“You never know what might
have happened at home,” said
one 28-year-old computer appli-
cation teacher, recalling how a
student tried to pick a fight after
being told to stop disrupting a les-
son.

Another teacher, with over a
decade of experience, recounted
the time a student shouted at her.
“He felt that I was picking on him
and he was ranting and spewing
vulgarities. You could tell some-
thing was not right.”

After buying him a drink in the
canteen, he eventually shared his
problems. “He is intelligent, but
comes from a very volatile fami-
ly,” said the teacher.

An Education Ministry (MOE)
spokesman said it is “critical” to
understand the root causes be-
hind a student’s misbehaviour, in-
stead of simply handing out pun-
ishment. “This would ensure

more sustained behavioural im-
provements over a longer term,”
she said.

Every year, the ministry runs
30 to 35 courses on classroom
management, which includes
case studies, for teachers. During
their training at the National In-
stitute of Education, teachers are
also taught basic counselling tech-
niques and how to engage par-
ents, among other skills, which
can be enhanced through addi-
tional courses offered by MOE.

Many schools also have a men-
toring system in which senior
teachers guide less experienced
ones on how to manage relation-
ships with students.

Experience often is the best
teacher. When 30-year-old Edwi-
na Cheng first starting teaching
eight years ago, she suffered mi-
graines after having to deal with
unruly students.

Over time, the science and
mathematics teacher at Compass-
vale Secondary realised that culti-
vating a relationship with stu-
dents was the key to getting them

to cooperate. “You have to trust
them, and get them to trust you.
But that definitely takes time.”

Most schools have counselling
and disciplinary teams on hand to
help troubled teens. And when
the school recognises that a stu-
dent requires more help, he will
be referred to external agencies
such as a family service centre.

It is also important to identify
students who suffer from behav-
ioural and learning issues, such
as attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder and dyslexia, and give
them proper support. One teach-
er, who declined to be named,
said: “Such conditions affect not
just how they behave, but also
their learning abilities. And some
may end up not doing well in
school.”

Ultimately, a teacher needs to
have a “repertoire of skills and
strategies” to manage a class,
said a vice-principal and former
discipline master, who has been
in the profession for 12 years.
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More cases in Normal stream, those
with family, behavioural problems

Students behaving badly
not uncommon, say teachers
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