
Iwas  a  wide-eyed  23-year-old  beginning  
teacher when I was confronted with the first 
lesson of my career in 1999. 

An angry second-year junior college stu-
dent waylaid me in the main concourse of the 
college after a general paper lesson and threat-
ened that if I ever made him look stupid in front 
of  his  classmates  again,  he  would  get  his  
“gang” together and deal with me outside the 
gates.

His threat of physical assault shook me to my 
core. How could he speak to a teacher that 
way? After all, I had chided him for a good rea-
son. He had forged his father’s signature to get 
out of an extra lesson. 

But when I took him to task in front of the 
class and told him why it was wrong, his brittle 
ego could not take it. 

I had to take the necessary steps after his 
veiled threat of assault, of course. What fol-
lowed was a face-to-face session with his father, 
and another with the discipline master, and prin-
cipal.  The end result: a half-baked, insincere 
apology. 

This experience shaped the way I dealt with 
disruptive students for the rest of my time as a 
teacher. For as much as I didn’t deserve to be 
threatened, I never again disciplined them in 
front of the class, preferring instead to deal with 
them one-on-one after a lesson. It was effective, 
it got my point through, and earned me re-
spect. 

I also realised that I needed to find my own 
groove as a teacher instead of mimicking how 
my own teachers had dealt with discipline is-
sues. 

This was my baptism of fire; my induction 
into what I thought at the time was a big mis-
take of a career choice. 

The young students I taught simply weren’t 
like me. I could not use what I had observed in 
my own teachers’ methods for the next genera-
tion of students.

I would go on to learn more lessons in the 
next 14 enriching years as an educator.

“Teaching is a calling. You need to 
listen out for it.”

My earliest memory of that call to teach was 
when my father’s sister, a primary school English 
teacher, asked me to try spotting errors in a 
composition. 

I was all of nine years old. I picked up a com-
position book from the top of the stack and be-
gan circling grammatical mistakes, and underlin-
ing awkward sentence structures.

Every error I  spotted made me feel giddy 
with power. When I was done with three compo-
sitions, my aunt looked them over and pro-

nounced, “Good job.  You spotted them all.  
You’ll make a good teacher.”

Those words seeded the idea which stayed 
with me till I was 16 when, one hot afternoon, as 
I sat in a stuffy classroom listening with utter fas-
cination to my literature teacher, Mrs Lau, as 
she unravelled Romeo’s proclamations of love 
to Juliet, that it came to me. I wanted – even 
needed – to be a literature teacher like her! 

Every teacher has an origin story which be-
gins from the day she decided to teach. On 
days when students are particularly inattentive, 
their test scores disappoint, or when she’s had 
six periods in a row without a break, she has to 
dig deep to remember that calling once again 
to keep her going. 

“Wear your heart on your sleeve, but 
be ready to get it bruised 
sometimes”

After two years teaching in a junior college, I 
then spent the next 12 back at my alma mater, 
an all-girls mission school, teaching literature. 

I thrived. Some days, I’d walk into a lesson 
with just a text in hand. No slides. No handouts. 
It would be me, To Kill A Mockingbird and 35 
girls hanging on my every word as we dissected 
and debated the theme of racism while drawing 
parallels to society today. 

I remember once translating John Keats’ clas-
sic ballad “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” word for 
word by reciting it in Singlish, which instantly 
got girls laughing hysterically. 

It worked. Some remember the intricacies of 
the poem even till this day. 

But one lesson I learnt about the flipside of 
putting myself out there in the classroom was 
that I also needed to accept that not every stu-

dent would appreciate my humour, or my au-
thentic self. 

Once, when I was going through a scene in 
Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin In The Sun, where 
a character  recounts the loss of her baby,  I  
shared my personal experience with the issue as 
I felt it would help students understand that 
such a trauma shapes a person’s take on life. 

As the bell rang, the girls filed out of class, 
some stopping to chat or tell me they found the 
lesson insightful. 

One girl walked by and, on purpose, told her 
friend: “Mrs Tan’s such a loser.”

It was meant to hurt, and it definitely did. A 
few girls who had heard it immediately came to 
me, asking if I was all right. While the comment 
stung, I was also acutely aware that for every 
mean remark a teacher receives for putting her 
heart on her sleeve, there are 34 other students 
who  benefit  from  knowing  about  her  life’s  
lessons.

In my wardrobe now sits two boxes filled with 
Teachers’  Day cards, dried petals from bou-
quets, and handwritten letters. These are very 
precious souvenirs from my time as a teacher. 
They  tell  me  I  helped  influence  a  growing  
mind’s perspective on life through literature, or 
that I inspired someone to teach the subject 
too. They tell me I made a difference.

It will be a decade this June since that day 
when I packed those boxes up, loaded them 
into my car and drove out of the school gates. A 
chapter of my life closed forever, yet it will al-
ways be one I enjoy rereading over and over 
again.
The writer is still educating today as the 
news-in-education specialist in the ST School’s 
team.

If you’re thinking of teaching, there is more than 
one pathway to becoming an educator. Turn to the 
next page to find out which career path suits your 
talents and character.
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while teaching lit



EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATORS
Possible careers:  Educarers, infant educarers, 
pre-school teachers 

What to expect: In a kindergarten or childcare 
centre, educarers and pre-school teachers see 
to the physical and social needs of children in 
partnership with parents and families. 

Most importantly, they also design and carry 
out the curriculum that prepares them for pri-
mary school. 
� Pre-school teachers see to children aged four 
to six years old.
� Educarers work with young children aged 18
months to four years, and infant educarers nur-
ture babies  and toddlers  who are from two
months to three years old.

Your days will be filled with guiding tots and 
children through a wide range of learning activi-
ties that develop language, literacy, numeracy, 
and problem-solving skills.  You will  also help 
them refine their motor skills, and develop cre-
ative expression through music and art.

You should be: A great communicator. Early 
childhood educators should have good listen-
ing and speaking skills because they have to 
communicate with children, and also be able to 
adjust their style of communication when speak-
ing to parents and colleagues.

Get a  head start:  Try  babysitting  a  young  
cousin who is of pre-school age for a few hours. 

Design a few learning activities you could 
carry out with him. Be prepared for potty acci-
dents or mealtime spillage. 

If you survive all these, and still feel the fulfil-
ment of an afternoon well-spent, then this ca-
reer is for you.

The training:  The National  Institute of  Early  
Childhood Development (NIEC) was set up by 
the Ministry of Education in 2019. 

Apart  from in-service  training  for  current  
early childhood educators, NIEC offers courses 
in collaboration with ITE College Central, Ngee 
Ann Polytechnic and Temasek Polytechnic for 
post-O- and N-level students who want to be 
early childhood professionals.

SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS
Possible careers: SPED teachers, teacher’s aides

What to expect: There are more than 20 SPED 
schools here. Your days will be spent preparing 
customised teaching plans to meet a variety of 
special educational needs.

These include conditions such as autism spec-
trum disorder, hearing loss, mild to severe intel-
lectual disability, and visual impairment.

You will also lead your small classes in interac-
tions with their peers in mainstream schools dur-
ing recesses and excursions. 

Your goal is to ensure that your students with 
special needs can live independently and find 
meaningful work after they graduate. 

You should be: Dedicated and patient. Unlike 
regular students, students with special needs 
struggle to acquire certain basic skills.

You need to be able to stay the course even 

when it  may be tough,  or  heartbreaking to 
watch your students struggle through the sim-
plest of tasks. 

Students with severe intellectual disabilities 
or multiple impairments may also vent their frus-
trations on those around them, so it takes some-
one who can keep his cool to help them over-
come their difficulties. 

Get a head start: Volunteer at a social service 
organisation to learn how to interact with differ-
ently gifted students. 

The Movement for the Intellectually Disabled 
of Singapore (Minds), for instance, is always on 
the lookout for volunteers who can assist them 
in various programmes. You can volunteer to 
plan outings for Minds students, or join as a 
Weekend Befriender and interact with their ben-
eficiaries with special needs. 

The training:  A-level graduates and diploma 
holders from local polytechnics, Nanyang Acad-
emy of Fine Arts and Lasalle College of the Arts 
can apply to do a one-year diploma in special 
education, which is fully funded by MOE, at the 
National Institute of Education.

OUTDOOR ADVENTURE EDUCATOR
Possible careers: MOE outdoor adventure edu-
cators, adventure trainers, coaches

What to expect: There are numerous outdoor 
adventure companies as well as the MOE and 
Outward Bound learning centres which would 
need your skills. 

Your days will be spent ensuring the safety 
and well-being of students during adventure ac-

tivities. Time will also be spent planning and 
evaluating camp programmes. You will need to 
stay overnight at campsites. 

Some days can be stressful, especially when 
you need to see to the safety of your charges 
during activities that are done at a height and in 
the water.

You should be: Enthusiastic. Even when your 
mood is not all sunshine and blue skies, you will 
need to muster all your enthusiasm to rally your 
campers.

Nothing is more challenging than cajoling a 
reluctant camper, who would rather be indoors 
reading a book, to come out of his shell.

You would need an arsenal of motivational 
tricks to get such haters of the outdoors to take 
part in your adventure activities. 

Get a head start: Keep your fitness levels up 
and participate in as many varied outdoor activi-
ties as you can. 

Sign up for adventure activities organised by 
Sport Singapore and gain experience from a 
whole host of school holiday programmes, such 
as paddle boarding, kayaking and even archery. 

The training: While there is no specific tertiary 
qualification that is needed for this career path, 
a love for the outdoors, a good physical fitness 
level, and an ability to connect with people of 
all personalities are a must. 

Republic  Polytechnic’s  School  of  Sports,  
Health and Leisure has a number of sports-re-
lated diplomas. One of them is the specialised 
diploma in outdoor and adventure learning.
myskillsfuture.gov.sg, niec.edu.sg, MOE, 
mycareersfuture.gov.sg

DEBRA ANN FRANCISCO looks at three educator paths 
that could suit what you are passionate about
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