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A  P U B L I C A T I O N  B Y  T H E  M I N I S T R Y  O F  E D U C A T I O N ,  S I N G A P O R E

Teachers today bring rich experiences 
from the world into their classrooms

BEYOND THE 
FOUR WALLS



In Primary 1 and 2 classes at Teck Whye Primary School, 
students are performing in little speech-and-drama shows for 
their English and Mother Tongue classes. In another Primary 2 

classroom, they’re getting an English lesson with input from Art 
and Music as they play chefs in their own cooking programme. 
 Primary 3 children are learning to create animations through 
simple coding, and writing their own fairy tales. In Primary 
4 and Primary 5, they take on the roles of budding reporters 
and advertisers, respectively, to produce online blogs and ad 
campaigns. 
 “Our Applied Learning Programme weaves media concepts 
and literacy skills into the language and aesthetics lessons, 
by allowing our pupils to become creative media producers 
themselves,” says Ms Keng Gek Yong, co-ordinator for the 
programme. “It also helps them to think critically about media, 
and develop into confident communicators.” 
 This may not be school as children who grew up in the 90s 
think of it. But this is the new normal. Schools in Singapore have 
embraced applied learning, which encourages students to use 
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BEYOND 
ROTE 
LEARNING
How do teachers help students 
cultivate a love of learning that 
goes beyond memorisation and 
regurgitation? By bringing the 
real world into the classroom and 
encouraging students to apply 
what they have learned to find 
solutions to problems.

their knowledge and skills gained in class to tackle real-world 
problems. All secondary schools now offer an Applied Learning 
Programme (or ALP), as do more than 80 of the 191 primary 
schools. All primary schools will have one by 2023.
 “Students are more engaged with lessons when they can see 
the practical applications and relevance to their lives, and they 
also want to learn more,” explains Dr Kenneth Lim, a research 
scientist at the National Institute of Education (NIE) who has 
extensive experience in curriculum design, teaching and training. 
 Dr Lim and Mr Joshua Lee, a Ministry of Education teaching 
scholar, led an NIE team that worked with Yio Chu Kang 
Secondary School mathematics teachers to test a new way of 
teaching lessons on averages, including the mean, median and 
mode, for Secondary 2 students. The trial lessons were carried out 
in February and March 2018.
 The teachers had said that the conventional textbook-based 
lessons, which rely on rote-learning and worksheets, often left 
the students unable to clearly understand the application of the 
various types of mathematical averages. ST
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“Allowing our pupils to 
become creative media 

producers helps them think 
critically about media 

and develop into confident 
communicators.” 

- Ms Keng Gek Yong, ALP co-ordinator,
Teck Whye Primary School

 The students also said that mathematics lessons did not 
seem relevant to them in real life, which can make them indifferent 
to the subject and unmotivated during classes. 
 As part of the new method created by Dr Lim and Mr Lee, the 
students looked at data and applied what they had learned about 
averages to answer one simple question: Where is the best spot 
to study in school during the after-class 
hours of 3 pm to 6 pm, excluding the library? 
“This is something that the students did, so 
it made the context not only real but also 
personal to them,” says Mr Lee.
 After the question was posed to the 
students, they shortlisted various locations 
and the school deployed sensors to collect 
data on the areas’ brightness, noise and 
temperature at five-minute intervals over the 
three hours from Monday to Friday. The data 
was then formatted, printed and distributed 
to the students in class. 
 Working in groups, the students filled 
out a worksheet that required them to, among other tasks, select 
a time interval to use and explain the rationale for their choice, 
extract the relevant figures from the data sheet and calculate the 
mean for each of the three factors.

 The class discussions after the exercise showed that the 
students were both engaged in the lessons and had a clear 
understanding of the mathematics, Mr Lee notes. 
      “There were instances when the sensors unexpectedly 
produced a ‘zero’ reading, and the students debated over 
whether these readings should be included in the calculation 

of the mean. This showed that the 
students not only had a fundamental 
understanding of what a mean is, but 
also an intuitive understanding of what a 
zero-reading would do to the final result,” 
he says. 
      In interviews with the students after 
the exercise, many of them said that they 
preferred the new method of teaching 
averages because it was more relevant to 
them. In a further display of enthusiasm, 
they also wished that they had been 
involved in the setting up of the sensors 
and collection of data.

 Other primary school and secondary school students in 
Singapore were similarly passionate about their applied learning 
experiences, saying that it encouraged them to learn instead of 
simply memorise facts.




