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Literature is not just the study of 
Shakespeare, nor is it an impracti-
cal subject with no relevance to the 
real world, a local study has shown. 

Teachers in Singapore have been 
using diverse literary texts in the 
classroom, with the understanding 
that they constitute a powerful tool 
to  help  teenagers  see  the  world  
from different perspectives. 

A new National Institute of Educa-
tion (NIE) survey examined teach-
ers’ beliefs towards literature educa-
tion and their teaching practices,  
even as a revised syllabus for the 
subject took effect last year. 

The survey of 232 literature teach-
ers  from  47  secondary  schools,  
which was conducted in 2018 and 
last year, is the first of its kind. 

The NIE team compiled its find-
ings in a public report that was re-
leased in July. 

Contrary  to  the  misconception  
that only texts from Western au-
thors are studied, the results indi-
cated that teachers are using a vari-
ety of global texts, including those 
by authors from India, South-east 
Asia and Africa. 

About 95 per cent of teachers also 
used texts written by Singapore au-
thors, compared with 75 per cent 
who used texts set  in the United 
States and Britain. 

The survey also found that teach-
ers would connect literary texts to 
contemporary issues – and not just 

limit discussion to plot and charac-
ters – in an effort to help students 
be more globally aware. 

About  80  per  cent  or  more  of  
teachers would ask questions that 
pushed students to consider biases 
and stereotypes in texts, and think 
about ethical concerns like discrimi-
nation and inequality. 

More than 95 per cent of them 
also emphasised the skills of critical 
analysis  and the capacity  to per-
ceive issues from different points 
of view.

The project was led by Associate 
Professor Suzanne Choo, Dr Dennis 
Yeo and Dr Chua Bee Leng. 

Dr Chua is a senior lecturer from 
NIE’s Psychology and Child and Hu-
man Development academic group, 
while  Prof  Choo  and  Dr  Yeo  are  
from NIE’s English Language and 
Literature academic group. 

Prof Choo said the survey find-
ings reflect the shifts in the latest lit-
erature in English syllabus from the 
Education Ministry. The new syl-
labus gives more attention to the 
ethical aspects of literature along-
side literary appreciation. 

She added that one of its  main 
goals is to help students develop em-
pathy and become global thinkers. 

“It is not about teaching literature 
for  moral  values...  It’s  about  
analysing  underlying  values  in  
texts,” she said. 

“Oftentimes in literature we have 
flawed characters...  How  do  they 
deal  with ethical  dilemmas? This 
opens up space for debate and dia-
logue.” 

There  is  more  awareness  now  
that literary texts – even those writ-
ten by Singapore authors – are situ-
ated in the world.

For  example,  secondary  school  
students read local text Hook And 
Eye:  Stories  From  The  Margins,  
which explores themes of migra-
tion and identity through charac-

ters of different ethnicities in Sin-
gapore. 

Said Prof Choo: “We live in a glob-
ally connected world where there 
are bound to be differences and con-
flicting ideas. One important aspect 
of  education  is  to  empower  stu-
dents to engage with difference.” 

Part of this process is to listen to 

marginalised voices or competing 
narratives that are sometimes over-
looked, said Dr Yeo. 

Another key finding from the sur-
vey is the broadening of teaching 
strategies, instead of simply relying 
on teachers for answers. 

Said Prof Choo:  “We’re shifting 
away from purely teacher-directed 
instruction to more active student 
engagement,  discussions  and  ex-
ploratory talk, role-play, debates.

“It might be messy, incoherent, 
but verbalising our thoughts shapes 
our  thinking  process  as  we  go  
along.” 

The  NIE  research  team  hopes  
that their work helps debunk some 
misconceptions about literature, at 
a time when technical skills are in-
creasingly valued and science and 
technology seem to hold many an-
swers. 

Dr Yeo said having the capacity to 
understand and interpret  texts is  
useful in other contexts too.

“Students are encountering texts 
that are not necessarily literature, 
but texts they encounter on social 
media, memes, TikTok,” he said. 

“We have to be able to discern 
what is truth and fake news... The 
skills,  knowledge  and  disposition  
being built in the study of literature 
are going to be applicable to stu-
dents in  their  daily  lives even as  
adults.” 

He added: “It is not only for peo-
ple who are good in English... If you 
look at the entire curriculum, litera-
ture...  teaches  you  decision-mak-
ing, relationships, the way we can 
get along with other people.” 

For more information on the sur-
vey, visit nie.edu.sg/literaturesurvey 
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A  depressed  mother  strangled  
her five-year-old son at home be-
fore fatally stabbing herself near 
Bukit Timah Nature Reserve, a 
coroner’s inquiry has found.

The boy was autistic and had 
attention  deficit  hyperactivity  
disorder, and Japanese national 
Nami  Ogata,  41,  was  stressed  
about him. She also told doctors 
she could not  cope with work 
and caring for her two children. 

Madam Nami left a suicide note 
addressed to her husband, apolo-
gising for her actions and telling 
him to take care of their younger 
son. She then drove to Lorong 
Sesuai to take her own life, bring-
ing her son’s body with her.

State Coroner Kamala Ponnam-
palam  ruled  Madam  Nami’s  
death to be a “deliberate act of sui-
cide” and her son’s death to be an 
“unlawful killing at the hands of 
his mother” in her findings which 
were made available yesterday.

The findings state that Madam 
Nami had sought medical atten-
tion for her low mood and anxi-
ety, and had told a psychiatrist 
about her suicidal thoughts and 
feelings  of  depression  at  least  
three days before the fatal inci-
dent on Nov 14 last year.

She told  the  doctor  she  had 
been anxious  for  the past  few 
months and had been sleeping 
badly. She also had loss of ap-
petite, weight and hair, and had 
palpitations for about a week.

She told the psychiatrist  she 
was stressed about her son So-
taro, without revealing the exact 
reasons, the coroner found.

Madam  Nami  was  immedi-
ately referred to the emergency 
medicine department at Singa-
pore  General  Hospital,  where  
she denied being actively suici-
dal but said she had been feeling 
depressed for a year.

She was discharged with drugs 
to treat her insomnia and was to 
be reviewed by her private psy-
chiatrist the next day. 

Madam  Nami  subsequently  
told her private psychiatrist that 
she “would not harm herself on 
account of her children”, even 
though she had “one transient, 
short episode of thinking of end-
ing her life a week prior”, stated 
the coroner’s report. 

She was diagnosed with major 
depressive disorder and given an-
tidepressants and a tranquilliser.

Madam Nami wrote in her sui-
cide  note  that  the  medication  
did not work and told her hus-
band “she was going to take So-
taro” with her.

Her husband had  left  Singa-
pore for a business trip to China 
on Oct 30 and had not sensed 
anything unusual when he last 
spoke to her on Nov 10, accord-
ing to the coroner. 

Madam Nami also wrote to her 
brother,  pleading  with  him  to  
raise her younger son together 
with his children.

According to her maid, on the 
night of  Nov 13,  Madam Nami 
read storybooks to her children 
until they fell asleep. She later 
texted the maid to tell her that 
she had taken Sotaro to the hos-
pital as he was “having a fever”. 

However,  police  investiga-
tions showed that Madam Nami 
had likely strangled Sotaro in the 
living room using a long elastic 
band and raffia string. 

Around 5.40am, she drove out, 
with her son’s body covered in a 
white blanket, to Lorong Sesuai.

The  two  were  pronounced  
dead at the scene by paramedics. 
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A mover, who was sentenced to 5½ 
years’  jail  and  six  strokes  of  the  
cane last year over his role in the as-
sault of a beauty queen’s lover, will 
be spending an additional 3½ years 
behind  bars  after  he  reoffended  
while on bail.

Ong Hock Chye, now 50, will be 
serving  his  latest  sentence  after  
completing his earlier one.

He had pleaded guilty earlier this 
year  to  offences  including  one  
count  of  rioting.  A  district  court  
heard  yesterday  that  he  can  no  
longer be caned due to his age. 

Ong was the middleman in the at-

tack on banquet waiter Joshua Koh 
Kian Yong, then 35, in 2016.

Mr Koh was then dating 27-year-
old Audrey Chen Ying Fang, who 
won  the  Miss  Mermaid  beauty  
pageant that year and was also the 
mistress  of  married  businessman  
Lim Hong Liang at the time.

Lim  Hong  Liang  wanted  his  
nephew Ron Lim De Mai, then 26, 
to “teach Joshua a lesson”. 

Ron Lim roped in Ong to recruit 
others to carry out the task. 

On April  30, 2016, Mr Koh was 
having  supper  with  Ms  Chen  at  
Huay Kwang Thai Kitchen in Town-
shend Road near Little India when 
a group of men ambushed him.

He was punched in the head and 
as he tried to run, he was slashed 

with a penknife on his arm and face. 
Mr Koh was left with a facial scar 
that is likely to be permanent.

Ron Lim was sentenced to three 
years’ jail with four strokes of the 
cane in 2018. 

His  uncle  and Ong were found  
guilty in April last year of their roles 

in the attack. The following month, 
Lim Hong Liang, then 55, was sen-
tenced to six years’ jail, while Ong 
was sentenced to 5½ years’ jail and 
six strokes of the cane.

Ong was later released on bail as 
he intended to appeal against Dis-
trict Judge Chay Yuen Fatt’s deci-
sion. His appeal has since been dis-
missed.

While out on bail, Ong committed 
rioting  with  five  other  men  at  a  
Keong Saik  Road  restaurant near  
Chinatown on Jan 14 this year.

The court heard that Ong’s friend 
Lock Soh Hock, 71,  had a  dispute 
with  Mr  Koh  Teck  Soon,  41,  at  
around 3pm that day. Lock called 
Ong and said he had been beaten up. 

Ong  agreed  to  help  Lock  and  
roped in four other men. The six 
men later confronted Mr Koh Teck 
Soon  at  the  restaurant  and  as-
saulted him. 

The outcome of the cases involv-
ing  Ong’s  accomplices  were  not  
stated in court documents. 

Offenders  convicted  of  rioting  
can be jailed for up to seven years 
and caned.
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(From left) Dr Chua Bee Leng, Associate Professor Suzanne Choo and Dr Dennis Yeo of the National Institute of Education led the study examining teachers’ beliefs towards literature education and their 
teaching practices. Prof Choo said the survey findings reflect the shifts in the latest literature in English syllabus that took effect last year. ST PHOTO: TIMOTHY DAVID

HELPLINES

• Samaritans of Singapore:
1800-221-4444

• Singapore Association for
Mental Health: 
1800-283-7019

• Institute of Mental Health’s
Mobile Crisis Service: 
6389-2222

• Care Corner Counselling
Centre (Mandarin): 
1800-353-5800

• Silver Ribbon: 6386-1928
• Tinkle Friend:

1800-274-4788

Ong Hock Chye, 
50, pleaded 
guilty earlier this 
year to offences 
including rioting 
committed while 
out on bail.

Teachers here use diverse texts to help teen 
students see world from various perspectives The National Institute of Educa-

tion team has been working with 
teachers  to  design  new  lesson  
packages in areas that are not as 
well explored. 

These include topics  such as  
Asian literature, race and iden-
tity,  and using  drama teaching  
strategies in the classroom. 

Associate  Professor  Suzanne  
Choo said these projects are part 
of the research team’s effort to 
explore  new  and  innovative  
ways of teaching literature, and 
get  students  to  experience the  
subject in a global context. 

Working  with  three  teachers  
from different schools, the team 
developed a 10-week lesson pack-
age  on  Asian  poetry  for  Sec-
ondary 3 students last year. 

“Most  students  are  familiar  
with Western forms like the son-
net  or  the  ballad  but  they’ve  
never heard of poetic forms from 
Asia like ghazal, landay or twin 
cinema,” said Prof Choo.

“Our  survey  of  teachers  had  
also shown that not enough re-
gional texts are being used, com-
pared to Western and Singapore 

texts,” she added. 
The students were introduced 

to a variety of poetry from Asia in 
English or translated into Eng-
lish. 

The team worked on another 
project  with  two  teachers  this  
year, which was centred on ex-
ploring race and identity in Singa-
pore through local literature. 

Secondary 4 students read and 
analysed poems written by mi-
nority groups and discussed the 
effects  of  stereotyping  and  
racism. 

They also wrote their own po-
ems on identity and what belong-
ing to Singapore means to them. 

Said Prof Choo: “According to 
the survey findings, Singapore lit-
erature is being used widely but 
pertinent  issues  like  race  and  
class that have been in the news 
are not being probed further.” 

The lessons opened up “power-
ful conversations” between the 
students  about  race  and  how  
words and actions can be hurtful, 
she added. 
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Lessons explore ways to examine Asian works

Mum in 
murder-
suicide 
had been 
depressed

Ong was given 5½ years’ jail and six 
strokes of the cane last year over his 
role in the 2016 assault of Mr Joshua 
Koh Kian Yong (left), who was then 
dating Ms Audrey Chen Ying Fang. 

Literature a subject with 
real-world relevance: NIE study

Man in assault case gets 
extra 31/2 years’ jail after 
reoffending while on bail
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