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The first week at the Institute of Education (IE) was spent trotting up and down the various stairs of the maze-like corridors of the many buildings (though no rival to those of S.U.) to chase after signatures on the various pastel-coloured cards. Eager to realize our youthful dreams of bringing the glories of education to poor knowledge-starved mites, we were undaunted by these little feats, possibly set up as an endurance and physical fitness test.

One month later, stuffed with the knowledge of how to teach, we were ready to embark on our new teaching career. The first thing I learnt was that not all schools were alike. There were, on the one hand, the elite schools - junior colleges, institutions inherited from colonial days, etc, the not-so-good schools, and the so-called “ulu”schools situated in the faraway rural areas. And teachers as well as trainees, like not-so-humane humans, would opt and actually fight to get into the first lot. Despite my tough S.U. training, I was not a good enough fighter and was therefore posted to one from the last lot. All in all, it took me 15 minutes to walk from my school to the bus stop, 45 minutes to ride a bus, and another 15 minutes to walk to IE. 

Although I was supposed to be teaching English and Geography, the school was short of a History teacher. So I was made History teacher of all the seven Arts classes (and English teacher of 3B, 3C, 3D, 3F) although I had never done any Secondary 3 History in my school days. The next day I was called to the Principal's office and told that there was a change in the time-table. My History periods, to my great disappointment, remained unchanged, but for English, I was given 3F, 3J and 31 instead. It was not long before we new cadet teachers realised that we were the dumping ground - we did everything nobody else was willing to do and had all the difficult classes and unpopular subjects. I could not but notice the smirk of satisfaction on the attractive English teacher's smug face as she handed over to me the yet unmarked essays of these classes, remarking that these students were actually quite wonderful students and, in the same breath, that they were also simply good-for-nothing blockheads with not a drop of brain inside.

A rather tearful relief teacher (who was unable to get into IE owing to her “unsuitable” choice of subjects at the University but was still undeterred in her bi-yearly application to the institute) introduced me to the class amidst the usual uproar of tables and chairs banging, noise, shouting, confusion mingled with the hooting, booing, and irritating wolf whistles customarily showered upon all new teachers to intimidate and test them out. However, as I was prepared for this, I counter-intimidated and I threatened them, and secretly rejoiced to see them cowed and meek.

I found out from them that my new class was called the "floating class" i.e. it had no permanent classroom but simply occupied whichever classroom was available during that period of time. Hence, in one day, the class might migrate from the fourth floor to the ground floor and back again, then down again and on to the domestic science building, then to the science laboratory, next, to the music room in the old block...and so on. When I first entered the class, there were moans and groans and several girls were making faces. On questioning them, I realised that there was nothing personal against me but that, since January, they had had altogether six relief teachers for English and as form teachers. Their present Science and Maths teachers were relief teachers as well and they were rather apprehensive of any changes in their teachers.

The dynamics of the staff room was another interesting phenomenon. There were various factions or sub-division there and people were seated according to which group they belonged to. The group that was most nose-ear-eye catching would be the outgoing, flashy fashionable, powdered, and perfumed clique of younger female teachers with their constant stories of weekend exploits, loud high-pitched giggling high heels and jangling costume jewelry. Attached to them were one or two gentlemen teachers whose gallantries were duly rewarded with deserving attention and harmless enough verbal flirtation. It was this lot that many students identified themselves with and imitated. Unsurprisingly they occupied the table next to the phone whose receiver was mercilessly heated up for long hours. The composition of the next group might have been less interesting but was nevertheless more representative of the teaching profession: middle-aged middle-dressed married women to whom teaching was a reasonably fruitful occupation that enabled one to be home more. However, the burden of having unreliable servants and illness-prone children were often heavy upon their shoulders. Their conversation would often centre on why they should be exempted from ECA, what new stuff hey had bought for their house, how nasty or nice their in-laws were, what mighty feats their children could perform, the special bargains in the shopping....Yet another group was composed of all the second language teachers - Malay, Chinese and Tamil teachers .One could well argue that they were isolated from the others owing to language differences, but still it was surprising how they communicated amongst themselves. There were also some independents belonging to no particular group. With our arrival, the dynamics changed slightly. There were some who ignored us and gazed through us as if we were non-existent. Some

exhibited initial curiosity but soon lost interest. Others were eager to recruit us into their clique. Still others were really kind and went out of their way to understand our problems and offer their help. There also seemed to be some sneaky tell-tales lurking around, we were warned, and every bit of controversial conversation managed to find its way into the Principal's office. There was also the petty politicking and fighting for promotion and favour in the Principal's eye, and promotion exercises and interviews helped to aggravate this. 

The next day, the three of us were summoned to the Principal's office and each allotted three sets (120 scripts) of test papers just to mark. As we were new, we accepted our assignments without question. On the next day, we were each given another two sets. We protested to no avail - the Principal was the almighty monarch of the school kingdom. The solid reminder of his omnipresence boomed over the PA system at the most unexpected moments making teachers and students jump. At IE we often exchanged stories about our different schools. It is amazing how much the Principal or his second-in-command (if he is a 'sleeping Principal') determines the plight of the teachers as well as the students. All schools have their list of priorities - good results; status; champions in sports or competitions; cleanliness, courtesy or pretty gardens in accordance with whatever campaign was on at the moment; patriotism; new buildings and equipment; strict discipline and neat uniforms. 

In IE we were lectured on how to make our lessons interesting and stimulating by lecturers, some of whom never thought of practising what they preached. It was a common sight to see people “fishing” i.e. nodding. At IE we were taught to use audio-visual equipment, to use video-tape, and so on. Unfortunately, the school not only did not possess these, but nobody seemed to understand what we were talking about and we were passed off as inexperienced idealists with heads full of impractical new ideas: " Just wait another couple of years and you'll know". 

The story of our training period at IE is not a story with a pleasant ending. In fact, it is a story with no ending. One might have completed one's training, one might opt out of the profession. But the fact remains - our education system is incomplete. Day after day as I faced seas of faces, I could only examine my own depths, trying to discover something that I could offer them. Tell me, what can we teach a pupil who has never been to town, who has never read a story book or newspaper, never engaged in a complete conversation with anyone, never has any aspirations? What excitement can we offer students who cast away their school uniforms the minute the dismissal bell rings and don groovy clothes and swinging shoes to go to wild parties? What do we do with disruptive, attention-seeking behaviour from affection-starved individuals? How do we keep awake dozing students who are wide awake at 1 a.m. in the morning selling noodles? How do we help students who stay away from school to look after younger brothers and sisters and cook meals? How can we help others who study in front of a T. V. at full blast? How do we motivate students who have never been encouraged before, how can we tell them that they are not unteachables when they have been constantly told in the past 15 or 16 years that they are good-for-nothings? How can we split ourselves up to care for a few hundred individuals, each with individual and unique needs?  How can we help students who hate school? 

These questions are most discouraging but they are real. The education system is but a part of our society. It exists side by side with the economic, political and social system. To improve the value of education, commissions, policies or decrees are insufficient. We need the co-operation of everyone -teachers, administrators, principals, planners, politicians, parents -dedicated people who believe in striving for truly just and equal opportunities for our young ones. We need people who are fools maybe, but fools enough to emerge out of this sludge of self-interest, promotions and petty jealousies to really co-operate for this.

Many things are important to our nation - projects, economy, GNP, power and recognition. Many things can wait. But many things cannot. One of them is the education of our young people. They cannot wait. For they are growing every minute, every second. And they are living. They are human. They must have priority. 
