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@“\%"‘ AECES’ journal Early Educators has been publishing articles written
z by a community of early childhood educators who work in the field, whether
":i/ in the preschools or in related services. It has been both challenging and
fulfilling when we can see how the sector has grown and now receiving

recognition for the work it does with young children.

This issue starts with a letter from Dr Shirleen Chee, President, Academy of Principals
(Singapore). Hersis a comforting message; in the midst of it is a story she tells of a Japanese
Shogun who wanted his favourite bowl which was cracked to be repaired. The craftsman
was so very skilful in repairing it that the broken piece was ‘even more beautiful than the
original.” The journey of an educator (or any worker for that matter) is not always perfect,
there are good and bad times but we embrace them because experiences become stepping
stones for the next, and next, experiences. This was exactly what Loy Wee Mee experienced
when she was a mentor in Principals Matter, a leadership development programme for
principals. Read her sharing and be inspired to join the programme!

In the section on professionalism, we have interesting articles and there is a diversity
of topics. They provide the reader with much food for thought, on various aspects of
professionalism and what professionalism means to each of us. Have you heard of
‘Plearning’? It is a new word! Check it out in Karen Chin’s article. Read ‘Image of the Child:
Develop Strategies to Optimise Children’s Learning and Development’ by Christine Soo, then
follow it with the next one on ‘Guiding Children’s Behaviour through the Learning
Environment’. These two flow nicely from one to the other.

Have an enjoyable read and look out for more to come in future editions.

From all of us at AECES, we wish you a most precious 2020.

Ruth Wong
Editor




A Teachers’ Day Message

Dr Shirleen Chee
President, Academy of Principals (Singapore)

5 September 2019
Dear Colleagues,

Have you tried repairing a chipped porcelain or a broken ceramic that you treasure
dearly? When a repair is made such that the original crack or chip is not even visible, we
admire the craftsmanship even more. It takes greater skill to restore something that is
damaged to perfection! When flaws are smoothened, hidden and camouflaged to
picture perfect, we can be sure that the process of repair was no mean task.

In reality, the past is always imperfect. In our journey as school leaders, we make
mistakes. We learn from them and move on. Our shortcomings, flaws and failures
cause us great pain, but in order to be authentic, we have to look at our experiences as a
whole and appreciate the imperfections that we have. | have learnt from the
Japanese art form, Kintsugi, that there is beauty in not hiding our flaws.

The story was told of the Japanese
Shogun Ashikaga Yoshimasa who wanted his
favourite tea bowl, which was cracked,
repaired. On seeing it being mended
with unsightly metal staples, he wanted a

better way of repair. Instead of focusing on how  https://www.1stdibs.com/furniture/decora
ti ve- objects/bowls-baskets/decorative-

bowls/large-chinese- export-punchbowl-
be restored to perfection again. staple-repairs-18th-century/id-

the tea bowl has cracked, he had wanted it to

You can guess by now that his craftsmen decided that one possible way of repair is to
emphasise the cracks and not hide them. Can that method result in beauty? Through the
use of golden lacquer, the craftsmen dignified and celebrated each artifact’s unique history
(and past) by emphasizing on its fractures and breaks. As a result it made the broken piece
even more beautiful than the original. You see, brokenness and cracks need not be
hidden. It is part of who we are and how that has also shaped us and made us a
better person.
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Leadership

How true and apt a lesson for our
leadership journey! Instead of wishing that
we could turn the clock backwards,
or that we could have done something
differently, we can embrace disappointments
and failures as these have been part of
our path to growth.

https://soranews24.com/2014/02/16/japane
se- pottery-repair-technique- makes-
comeback- clumsy-people-rejoice/

As a fraternity, we can understand that these experiences have made us more
resilient and grounded. Don’t we encourage our students and tell them that failures
are just a stepping stone to something better? Failure and disappointment can result in
brokenness, but with restoration and rebuilding, it brings forth a new beauty and
strength that is unparalleled.

As we celebrate Teacher’s Day as a fraternity, we celebrate authenticity with the children
that we nurture in our schools by encouraging them to draw on their strengths and
soldier on. We celebrate Teacher’s Day with our colleagues by helping them to see the
impact they made on others. Indeed, we also celebrate Teacher’s Day with our fraternity of
school leaders, drawing on the very essence of our values and beliefs as we support one
another in our own unique leadership journey. Anyone who has held the helms of school
leadership will understand those pains we’ve had - those cracks that hurt and the joy that
comes when we accept imperfections and learn to see beauty in that.

So may this Teacher’'s Day be a day of
celebrating of our leadership journey with the
schools that we lead — that together, in good
and bad times, we can encourage one another to
press on with courage and joy.

Like Kintsugi, let us embrace the scars as part of our
growth; repair and rebuild any shattered
dreams and see perfect beauty in the
imperfect!

https://www.pinterest.com/pin/3389

. 66309440568836/?d=t&mt=signu
May | wish one and all a wonderful Teachers’ Day! gntp

This article has been reprinted with permission from Academy of Principals (Singapore).
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Principals Matter

A Journey to Rediscover Self as a Leader

Loy Wee Mee
By-the-Park

In the last 20 years, the early childhood
sector has gained traction in raising the
quality and standard of professionalism in
this sector. Many initiatives and
programmes have been-created or driven
by ECDA and various organisations for this
purpose. | was privileged to be involved in
one such programme, Principals Matter,
as a mentor and shall share my experience
and humble insights.

The idea of crafting an EC leadership
programme was mooted in 2015 with
several rounds of focus group discussions
and talks chaired by Hays Group, Seed
Institute and Lien Foundation. This
resulted in the birth of Principals Matter, a
leadership  development  programme
which was generously funded by Lien
Foundation.

What sets this programme apart from
the rest? It was connections. From the
onset, we knew that this programme had
to be impactful in developing the leaders
and not just about attending workshops
and doing assignments. Like a concentric
circle, it starts from ‘me’, and then it
moves outwards to the organisation, the
sector and perhaps even the nation.

To kick off the programme, selected
principals had to go through a rigorous

process to do a 360 degree survey with

people they work with on a daily basis and
who knew them well, from teachers to
management. For some, this could be a
self-discovery, an Aha moment. For
others, it could be a surprise “Is that who |
am or how others see me?” This was then
unpacked by consulting giant, Sequoia,
through a 5-day workshop and a coaching
session where each principal’'s MBTI

FIRO-B
Relations

(Myers-Briggs Type Indicator),

(Fundamental Interpersonal
Orientation-Behaviour) and survey results
were dissected to help her/him better
understand herself or himself. This was a
revolutionary mindset shift for principals
as many of these warriors had been
battling alone and were often scarred and
deflated over time. By this stage, we saw
Principals opening up and really
connecting with their peers as they bared
ourselves. The revival and refuelling sets

the stage for their change management.

“Knowing is not
enough, we must
apply. Willing is
not enough, we
must do.”

Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe, German
philosopher
(1749-1832)
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With the new
awakening, principals crafted capstone

knowledge and

projects where they would implement the
intended change. This was where we, as
Mentors, came into the picture. From
each batch, Mentors were assigned 2-3
mentees and we walk with them on their
journey in Principals Matter. This small
grouping allowed us to know our mentees
well on a personal level and enable us to
dig even deeper into their change and
their capstone plans. The conversations
touched on real issues and challenges
faced by principals who were often
weighed down by centre issues. As a
Mentor, we posed questions and gently
helped the principals to reflect and
unravel their deadweight. Most often, the
anchored on the
awareness of self care, courage or

revelation  was

reconnecting with their purpose when
they took on the leadership role. It was
not rocket science; but just pausing for a
moment to take stock of one’s leadership
journey and marking the next phase was
enlightening.

Principals were next packed off to their
next challenge, a 10-day learning journey
in Boston. Jet lagged from the long flight,
packed schedules and having to live 24
hours with their cohort definitely
cemented their bonds. The support and
esprit de corp kept many going as they
fought fatigue, home sickness and worries
about their centres back home. Despite it
all, every principal was immersed in the
learning journey and soaked up the very
insightful workshops planned for them.
Principals were also attached to best

practice centres that were helmed by

rock solid leaders who role modelled and
generously shared their strategies or
frameworks with our principals. The
intention was not for our principals to
mimic them but to expand perspectives
and deepen their understanding of
grounded leadership practices in real
situations.

My personal favourite session was the
mini round robin conversations principals
had with astounding EC leaders. For
better connectivity, the sessions were
organised into smaller groups such that
principals could have up close and frank
conversations with these leaders who
shared openly about their journeys and
their drives.

Josette Williams, Program Manager of

Countdown to Kindergarten,
affectionately introduced as Josie, was
one leader whose effervescent personality
rocked! She wore her power boots for the
day, challenging our principals to find
their own power boots to make a stand.
This certainly moved our
thought

organisation and now to sectoral.

principals’
processes from self to
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We were also very privileged to have
Amy O’Leary, President of NAEYC, to
share about her advocacy work. We
learnt that it took courage to advocate or
push for changes — her call was to start
small, build it up; then to find that one
word to push the change, find like-minded
people to share your stand, and above all,
stay current with policy changes. These
were just some of Amy’s gold nuggets for
our principals.

Principals Matter has impacted many.
Some could have lost their purpose prior
to the programme. Others may have
been on the verge of burn out or
contemplating leaving their calling.

The many conversations with Boston

leaders, peers, Sequoia coach and
mentors impacted the principals and
reconnected them back to their personal
vision and goals.

This programme by the Lien Foundation
has gone beyond a mere leadership
training programme. The impact has been
deep because it hits into the core, the
purpose which | believe every quality
early childhood programme should have.
These principals have revisited their
purpose and some have found theirs while

others now see with sharper lens.
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Professionalism

Professionalism of Early Childhood Educators in Singapore

Susie Aurelia Bose
Picket Fence Education Pte Ltd

This article aims to present the issues
that affect the professionalism of early
childhood (EC) teachers in Singapore. It
discusses challenges faced by EC teachers
to be recognised as professionals and what
we can do better to bridge the gap. Here
onwards, the terms ‘educators’ and
‘teachers’ are used interchangeably and
defined as the
competence or skills expected of a

professionalism s

professional (Oxford Dictionary, n.d.).

Many research findings show that the
most significant factor in achieving high
quality early childhood programme is the
quality of the workforce, which in turn can
be attributed to both internal factors and
external factors. Internal factors involve
passion of the educators, willingness to
learn, autonomy in class and
professionalism. External factors involve
recognition of the profession, pay,
professional development and respect
from family and the community.

Finland is often hailed as having the best
education system in Europe and teachers
in the
According to the Finnish National Agency

country are highly trained.

for Education, teachers in general
education and pre-primary teachers are
required to have a Master’s degree, while
those in vocational education (for
example, day-care centre and guidance
staff) have a Bachelor's degree. The

Agency also concur that high level of

teacher training enables teachers to be
very autonomous professionally.

Teachers in Finland must also participate
in in-service training every year and they
often participate actively as they see the
training as a privilege. An article that was
published
International mentioned that whilst EC

recently by Education
teachers must have a Bachelor degree, the
municipalities pay only a basic salary
(around €2,300/+ SS$3,721) that led to a
shortage of teachers. According to the
article, on 24 March 2018, around 500
parents participated in a demonstration in
Helsinki to demand better salaries for early
childhood teachers. This movement, in my
opinion, was a very significant move by
parents to support the teachers. It showed
the highest respect and support that
families and the community had for their
teachers. In Australia, early childhood
teachers must complete a four-year
Bachelor degree in early childhood. Those
who hold a general bachelor degree in any
area must complete a 2-year Master of
Teaching programme that specialises in
early childhood to enable them to teach in
early childhood settings. According to the
website Living Australia, EC teachers are
paid a basic salary around +AS$4,500 —
AS6,250 a month.

In Singapore, the starting pay of early
childhood teachers has increased by 20%
since 2013 (Tan, 2018). According to the
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2017 Polytechnic Graduate Employment
Survey, full time early childhood diploma
graduates can earn as much as $2,300 a
month. The salary increase is seen as
childhood
educators in Singapore along with the

recognition to the early

increase of quality in providing good
programme and care.

Since a decade ago, there has been
significant changes in the scene of EC,
especially in increasing the quality of EC
teachers (see Appendix 1). Realising that
high quality EC education can contribute
significantly to children’s development and
learning in their later age, in March 2008,
MOE-MCYS announced that all new
childcare teachers embarking on a
Diploma in Early Childhood Care and
(DECCE-T) are
required to have minimum academic

Education-Teaching

qualification of 5 different subjects for GCE
‘O’ level credits and minimum B4 grade in
English or higher in GCE ‘O’ level. This
change has been a significant increase in
minimum entry criteria for teachers who
wish to obtain a qualification in EC.
Furthermore, childcare centres are also
required to have 75% of their teachers to
have a DECCE-T (Ministry of Education
Singapore, 2012).

However, what’s done in 2008 was
obviously not enough. In 2012, a study
commissioned by the Lien Foundation
ranked Singapore’s position at 29 out of 45
countries in early childhood education
(Ang, 2012).
affordability and availability were average,

According to the study,

whilst quality scored the lowest. The
guality was mostly due to the difference in
programme content, learning experience

and overall teaching and learning
approaches  provided by different
preschools.

In November 2013, the then Minister for
Social and Family Development, Mr Chan
Chun Sing, acknowledging the importance
of continuing education for early
childhood teachers, announced the launch
of the

Development (CPD) Masterplan for early

Continuing Professional
childhood sector at the ECDA’s inaugural
Early Childhood Conference (Ministry of
Social and Family Development, 2013).

He added that these strategies were to
attract, develop and retain EC
professionals, and raise the quality of EC
Since then, ECDA has

announced many subsidised courses.

programmes.

Although CPD is not compulsory, EC
educators are strongly encouraged to
complete at least 20 hours of CPD per
year.

Teachers as Professionals

A research done by Kok (1996)
mentioned that academic qualifications
and teaching experience were not
interrelated with teacher professionalism,
even though professional development
was an essential factor in developing
teacher’s professionalism, especially for in-
service teachers. Nevertheless, there is no
one easy way to measure professionalism.
The Singapore government has been
working to uplift the image of EC
educators by providing support in
professional development through the
CPD Masterplan (Ministry of Social and

Family Development. 2013).
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Professionalism

CPD can be achieved through formal and
informal ways. Formal CPDs are
programmes that are provided in formal
sessions such as seminars and short
courses. Informal CPD can be in the form
of collaborative reflections, mentoring and
discussion time provided for educators
with a prepared agenda. Although many
subsidised workshops and course have
been rolled out by ECDA, the question
remains on whether the childcare centres
can release their teachers for these
training due to the shortage of staff (Goy,
2016).

Early childhood
increasingly referred to as professionals

educators are

around the world. In many Asian countries
however, educators in formal education
are still  well respected because
educational outcomes are viewed to be
paramount for a positive future. In the
Singapore context too, it is commonly
known that greater respect is given to
teachers at higher level, such as primary
and secondary school teachers, instead of
early childhood educators. As more
Singaporean

parents are university

graduates while the required early
childhood educators’ qualification is only
a Diploma or even lower, the image
accorded to preschool educators by
more qualified parents is not the same
as their overseas counterparts. From my
experience, early childhood educators
are still seen as child-minders or nannies.
Hence, professional development alone is
not always enough.

A national campaign and parents’
education is needed to uplift the image of

early childhood educators. During the

National Day Rally in 2017, Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong said that a centralised
institute (National Institute of Early
Childhood Development, or in short, NIEC)
would be set up as part of efforts to raise
the standing of the profession. He drew a
comparison on how primary, secondary
and junior college teachers are trained in
NIE. NIEC would ensure all early childhood
educators received the same quality
education that is provided by NIEC.

In addition, ECDA has also launched a
few videos since 2016, aimed to educate
parents to appreciate and understand
more the work of preschool teachers. A
video called ‘Behind-The-Scenes:
Teach-off’
professionals were invited to be a

Preschool where four
preschool teacher for a day, showed the
reality of being a preschool teacher to
other professionals, in order to have a
deeper understanding of how it feels to be
a preschool teacher (ECDA Singapore,
2018).
Attrition and Retention

Preschool teachers are said to be leaving
even before they start on their career.
Ministry of Manpower (MOM) figures
show that only 56.5% of fresh ECE
graduates from polytechnics are in the
labour force — a much lower percentage
than many other diploma holders (Craig,
2013). This statistic shows a financial loss
in government subsidy for their education,
as well as a personal loss as the students
have invested their time and energy
training for a career that they do not
eventually embark on. High turnover at
the preschool level is one of the factors
that accounts for Singapore to be lowly
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ranked in preschool quality globally. In the
survey conducted by TODAY, only about
48% of diploma students said that they are
‘very likely’ to go into early childhood
career. Some cited reasons such as the
low prestige of the profession.

Whilst the minimum qualifications to be
EC educators need to be raised, Singapore
also faces yet another challenge. With the
rapid expansion of childcare centres in
Singapore over the last few years, we are
faced with a shortage of qualified early
childhood educators. According to the
statistics published by MysSkillsFuture,
between 2008 and 2016, the number of EC
centres increased from 1,200 to about
1,800 centres throughout Singapore
(Appendix 2). In 2017, there were 170,335
enrolments and 16,000 educators. In April
2017, Mr Teo Ser Luck, Minister of State
for Manpower at the Early Childhood Care
Leadership and HR
Conference mentioned that 4,000 more

and Education

early childhood professionals would be
needed by 2020 as centre leaders,
preschool teachers, toddlers educarers
and infant care educarers. Just how to
train 4,000 more ‘quality’ early childhood
educators in two years remains a big
qguestion.

Pay is also another factor that could
influence professionalism. High pay will
increase the supply of qualified educators.
Therefore, with the current shortage of
educators, pay is expected to rise. Early
childhood educators earn an average of
$2,000 to $3,000 for 2015 (ECDA, n.d.).
Therefore, the salary for early childhood
educators is comparative to those in other
sectors as the requirement to be early

childhood
qualification. The pay scale can only

educators is a diploma
increase when the basic qualification to be
early childhood educators is raised to be
comparable to bachelor degree holders
(the median salary for university graduates
in 2015 was about $3,300). Having said
that, there are also many university
graduates joining the sector because of
their passion. However, the pay gap
should not be too wide and the way to
increase pay to lessen the gap for this
group of educators must be through
government subsidies. A study conducted
by Ang (2012) recommended that a
national pay scale should be established
and having a competitive pay scale with
more government investment to ensure
that childcare service remains affordable.

Independent practice (or autonomy) is
also one of the criteria to measure
teachers’ professionalism. Teachers’ own
views on the curriculum or their beliefs
about children and how they learn may
have a strong influence over the quality of
instructional practices and teacher-child
interaction (Pianta, 2016). However, only
highly skilled teachers can deliver lessons
effectively according to the children’s
ability.

In Finland, early childhood teachers are
given a lot of autonomy because they are
highly skilled (Finnish National Agency for
Education, n.d.). However, how much
independence is given to teachers here in
Singapore remains varied. Some large
early childhood organisations usually have
their own prescribed lesson plans for the
teachers to ensure teachers deliver all

lessons in a similar way across all the
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Professionalism

centres. There are also worries that some
novice teachers are not able to deliver
lessons according to the organisation’s
standards. Smaller organisations, however,
are usually more flexible in the delivery of
the curriculum. While creating one’s own
lesson plans may feel burdensome for
some teachers, it is a good practice to
ensure teachers practise reflective
teaching and exercise their autonomy in
terms of curriculum delivery. If teachers
want to be viewed as professionals, then
more must be done to uplift their own
image as well. Uplifting early childhood
professionals’ image do not come only
from external factors such as government
policy and company policy, but the push
must come from the educators
themselves.

Whilst it can be challenging to really
define the professional status of early
childhood educators due to the diversity
such as pedagogical position, philosophy
and working with different age groups, it
can be concluded that some factors that
determine early childhood educators’
professionalism are passion, application of
practice,

qualification,

knowledge in professional

academic professional
development, high pay, prestige of the
profession, and independent practice.
Though the list is not exhaustive, these
factors are some of the elements that are
identified to affect professionalism in early
childhood educators the most. To close
the gaps, more needs to be done by the
educators themselves, the organisations
that are involved in EC education and
The 3

parties must engage each other for

government through its policy.

dialogues to progress in the EC sector.
Like what was mentioned, “We have come
a long way in a very short time. But there
is a lot more work to be done.” (Ang,
2012).
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