Sept 1, 2005 

Much more to teaching than meets the eye

I APPLAUD Mr Nelson Quah's tribute to his former secondary-school teacher, Mr Heng ('Pay tribute to teachers this Teachers' Day'; ST, Aug 26). 

However, one comment by Mr Quah strikes me as somewhat misleading. He says that Mr Heng had gone 'beyond the basic duty of a teacher' in relating personally to his students and instilling in them the right values.

The truth is that every self-respecting school teacher is expected to do all that Mr Heng had done, as part of his or her basic professional duties.

Consider, for instance, the evaluation criteria for the Enhanced Performance Management System, by which teachers are assessed annually by schools on their work performance. To cater to the holistic development of students, teachers are answerable for several 'key result areas' that include:

Their teaching ability in terms of subject mastery, thinking skills, and passion for learning.

Pastoral care and concern for students' moral and emotional well-being.

Management of co-curricular activities (CCAs).

Collaboration with colleagues in carrying out projects, initiatives and school events.

Partnering with parents in nurturing students.

Teachers do not simply teach. Typically, they serve students in a variety of roles - as mentors, counsellors, parent advisers, curriculum planners, examination-setters, invigilators, treasurers, secretaries, CCA administrators, sports coaches, editors of school magazines, web designers, event organisers, chaperones, researchers, etc. 

Former school teachers like myself will testify that all such duties may be assigned as part and parcel of one's basic duties.

Indeed, as a result of the pressures of globalisation in an innovation-driven knowledge economy, school teachers all over the world are being held accountable to wider definitions and higher standards of professionalism.

The sad truth, perhaps, is that many do not see teaching as being particularly extraordinary. Compared to medicine, law and engineering, teaching would appear to be a non-specialised job that almost anyone with a basic degree can do.

Lower average salaries, lower standards of selectivity, and shorter periods of specialised training generally mark out a teaching career as a less prestigious option.

Research, however, suggests that there are few jobs that can rival school teaching in terms of diversity, complexity and intensity. 

One researcher estimates that a teacher makes more than 3,000 significant decisions every day, including the careful conceptualisation of lesson units, the strategic application of IT and other teaching aids, the calculated use of voice, gestures and posture, and the unpredictable interactions with 30 to 40 different individuals during a lesson.

These classroom-based actions are only a fraction of the sum of a teacher's basic duties. That there is much more to teaching than meets the eye may explain why, in countries like the United States, Britain and Australia, high turnover rates and levels of teacher stress are reported regularly by educationists.

Celebrating the work of teachers means avoiding cliches, half-truths and euphemisms about the realities of teaching. It is about honestly confronting the stresses, frustrations and challenges that dedicated teachers have to surmount and survive. 

Teachers' Day should be about helping parents, students, academics, school leaders and policymakers appreciate the full measure of what teachers do each day.
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