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Conception of Thoughtful Teaching by
Four Master Teachers in Malaysia
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T The gap between curriculum aspiration and practice is a major concern of all educators. A

case study was conducted on four Malaysian master teachers teaching the Revised Secondary
Science Curriculum (RSSC). These master teachers were involved in the revision of Science
Curriculum carried out by the Ministry of Education. RSSC promoted the concept of thoughtful
teaching and learning. Being heavily involved with the formulation of RSSC, it would be
interesting to study how these master teachers implemented the curriculum. The study was of
the qualitative paradigm and exploratory in nature. Long term observations and in-depth
interviews were the two main methods of data collection. The outcome of this study revealed
that each of the participants displayed his or her (thereafter referred as her) own distinct
characteristics, practising her own strategies of teaching. Major principles of thoughtful
teaching and learning given by RSSC were adhered to but not the prescriptive models provided
by the Department of Education. It appeared that in developing thoughtful teaching, each of
these participants directed her attention to different elements of thoughtful teaching guided
by her preference and personal characteristics. In order to close the gap between the intended
curriculum and the enacted curriculum, there is a need to uncover the relationship between
teachers’ original ideas and relate it to the new ideas suggested by the intended curriculum.

BACKGROUND OF STUDY

One common problem faced by educators in general and curriculum developers in particular
is the mismatch between the intended curriculum and the implemented curriculum. It has
always been observed that much of what the curriculum planners aspired is lost through the
process of dissemination and subsequent implementation (Hacker, 1984, 1997; Noor Azlan,
1987; Sharifah Nor Puteh, 1994; Wilson, 1999; National Institute for Educational Research
Japan 1999). Ultimately, students who are the actual target of the curriculum innovation or
curriculum review experience much less of what is intended. The curriculum developers can
write well-crafted statements of philosophy of education, aims or

objectives of education and intended learning outcomes with the intention of producing future
generations possessing certain characteristics and abilities. However, there appears to be some
disappointment when the gap between aspiration and reality continues to exist. So, what
actually went wrong?

In Malaysia, curriculum change occurs in approximately ten-year cycle. After ten years of
implementation of the Integrated Secondary School Curriculum (Kurikulum Bersepadu Sekolah
Menengah, KBSM), a curriculum revision was undertaken resulting in the formulation of
Revised Secondary School Curriculum. Sharifah Nor Puteh’s observation of KBSM
implementation and the teaching and learning milieu in the science and history curricula
showed that the KBSM philosophy was largely not adhered to (Sharifah Nor Puteh, 1994).
There was a gap between aspiration and practice. Would the Revised Secondary Science
Curriculum (hereafter referred to as RSSC) face the same fate? As the researcher was directly
involved with the formulation of RSSC, it became a question of interest and thus, this study
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was conducted. RSSC include all the science subjects offered in the Malaysian Secondary
School, which are General Science, Physics, Chemistry, Biology and Additional Science. RSSC
was formulated as a consequence of the apparent lack of inculcation of thinking observed in
the implementation of the previous science curriculum of KBSM (Jabatan Pendidikan Wilayah
Persekutuan, 1996; Md Shah Bachik, 1999; Pusat Perkembangan Kurikulum, 2000d; Jemaah
Nazir Sekolah Malaysia, 1999; Sharifah Maimumah & Lewin, 1993). Thus, RSSC was planned
to be a thinking curriculum focusing on thoughtful teaching and learning and inquiry
discovery. A new curriculum design was formulated. Thoughtful learning is envisioned as
involving students actively in thinking and learning to acquire scientific knowledge, master
scientific and thinking skills as well as inculcate scientific attitudes. Thoughtful teaching is
also one of the strategies of teaching and learning used to affect thoughtful learning. An
example of thoughtful teaching is inquiry based teaching and learning (Pusat Perkembangan
Kurikulum, 2000a, b, c).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF STUDY

Macdonald (1965) propounded that there are four systems working in a classroom: curriculum,
teaching, instruction and learning. Curriculum is the course of study; instruction is the actual
interaction in the classroom; teaching is the “unique patterns of experiences, values, attitudes,
etc., of a given teacher” (Macdonald, 1965, p.5) which affects teaching behaviour; learning on
the other hand is the “unique experiences, values, attitudes, etc., of each individual learner”
(Macdonald, 1965, p.5) which affects learning. Tracing the thought processes of teachers who
are facing curriculum change and examining their interactions with the new curriculum
documents to produce classroom instruction is a study of the interfaces between these systems
of curriculum, teaching, instruction and learning. Through day-to-day instruction, these
teachers are the most important instruments for the success of any curriculum innovation
(Swartz & Parks, 1994). Although the objectives and activities of any curriculum innovation
are targeted at students, in actual fact, teacher always acts as a mediator. How the students
experience the new curriculum is mediated by the variety of decisions made by teachers
(Remillard, 1999). These decisions are governed by teachers’ understanding of the curriculum,
and the consideration of other factors. Ben-Peretz (in Remillard, 1999) observed the existence
of two levels of curriculum development. The first level is where the curriculum developers
pool all the resources, consolidate and conceptualise curriculum design and curriculum plans
for the teachers to use. The second level is when the teachers deliberate on the curriculum
document, alter, adapt or translate curriculum intention into classroom activities seen by them
as appropriate to his or her students (Remillard, 1999). Remillard (1999) used the word ‘enacted
curriculum’ to describe this implemented curriculum. To Remillard, enacted curriculum is
more than what is captured in the official documents, textbook or guidebook, it is the events
teachers and students experience in the classroom. This enacted curriculum is the actual
outcome of any curriculum innovation. To Macdonald (1965), enacted curriculum is in effect
‘classroom instruction’. Following his argument, classroom happenings need to be understood
and explored in its actual perspective based on the interaction of these four systems. Such
exploration would reveal the reasons and contexts causing discrepancy between the intended
curriculum and the implemented curriculum. The goal of the curriculum would only be
achieved if the four systems converged (Macdonald, 1965). In exploring the implementation
of RSSC, this theoretical underpinning of Macdonald was adopted.
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METHODOLOGY OF STUDY

A qualitative, multiple case study, exploratory in nature was adopted for this study. Case
study methodology was chosen because this study intended to examine a contemporary
phenomenon from the perspective of teachers, where an in-depth understanding of what the
teachers think and do is necessary. Methods of data collection included individual interview
with participants, group interview with participants’ students, observations of participants’
teaching, questionnaire and participant’s thinking journal.

Collection of data ended only when saturation of data was observed, this took about 2 to 6
months for each participant. Within this duration, each participant was observed between
five to nine times. Each observation was conducted on a double-period lesson lasting 80
minutes. Each lesson was video-taped and audio-taped by researcher using a handy video-
camcorder and two audio-tape recorders. All the tapes were subsequently transcribed
verbatim. There were two categories of interviews conducted. The first category of semi-
structured interview was carried out in the initial stage of data collection concentrating on
participants’ understanding of the RSSC, thoughtful learning and other related issues raised
through participants’ responses. Two semi-structured interviews of approximately 2 hours
each were conducted for each of the participants. The second category of interview was
unstructured and conducted after each observation of participants’ teaching lasting an average
of 1 1/2 hours each either immediately after the lesson or later depending on the availability
of the participants. Issues brought up during these interviews were related to instructional
events or behaviour of teachers or students during the lesson observed. However, often it
encroached into participants’ beliefs and conceptions of thoughtful teaching that were brought
up through interview of the first category. This kind of interview is equivalent to Patton’s
(1980) ‘informal conversational interview’ which ‘relies entirely on the spontaneous generation
of questions in the natural flow of an interaction’ (Patton, 1980, p.198) where the persons
being talked to may not even realised that they were being interviewed. Group interviews
with participants’ students were conducted to seek their opinion of the thoughtfulness of
participants’ teaching as well as their opinion of characteristic of thoughtful teachers. Each
group interview lasted approximately an hour and each group consisted of between 4 to 10
students. Questionnaires were given to the participants months before interview and
observation to probe participants’ initial perception of thoughtful learning and understanding
of the curriculum design in the RSSC before they implemented it in school. Participants were
also given a thinking journal to record their thinking throughout the period of data collection.
Response from this thinking journal was not encouraging. Participants confided to the
researcher that they prefer to talk verbally to researcher.

Analysis of data and synthesis of findings were conducted through three stages; these were
open coding, axial coding and selective coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Constant
comparative method was used as the analytical technique throughout the three stages of data
analysis. Validity and reliability of study were ensured through triangulation, long term
observation, member’s check, peer examination and keeping an audit trail. Three phases of
members’ check took place with the participants at different stages of the study; transcripts,
categories and results of axial and selective coding were shared and discussed. Peer examination
was carried out through presentation of findings in seminar, and individual consultation with
experts in the field including teachers and lecturers. Audit trail of each step taken such as
process of identifying participants, collection of data, derivation of categories, synthesis of
data was duly recorded for this study.
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According to Merriam (2001), the boundary of the unit in a case study has to be delineated
and its occupant identified. In this study, the occupants in the bounded system were four
master science teachers teaching upper secondary school Physics, Chemistry or Biology
subjects using the Revised Secondary Science Curriculum. These master teachers or
participants of this study have between 15 to 30 years of teaching experience. They were
involved in the curriculum revision of RSSC, production of training materials for orientation
courses conducted every time a new curriculum is to be implemented and subsequently
appointed as resource teachers for RSSC. Master teachers (guru pakar) are teachers who exhibit
exemplary performance in their teaching of specific subject. They are being selected and
appointed by the Ministry of Education through stringent procedures of evaluation. Master
teachers are given a higher salary scale compared to the rest of the teachers. Choice of master
teachers was made since literature has indicated that outstanding or expert teachers are
frequently related to teacher who can affect students to think (Newmann, 1990a, b; Onosko,
1992).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The purpose of this study was to inquire into selected master science teachers’ understanding
of the concept of thoughtful learning in the RSSC and to investigate their application of the
concept in their teaching practices to create thoughtful classroom.

This study was designed to answer the following research questions:

i). What are the master science teachers’ conceptions of teaching towards creating
thoughtful classroom?

ii). How is the Revised Secondary Science Curriculum being manifested in the classroom?

FINDINGS

The four participants of this case study were Zakiah, Rajendran, Lim and Haryati, all
pseudonyms. They were from different states and different schools. Analysis of data has
yielded insights into each of their profile, feelings and opinions towards RSSC, conception of
teaching towards creating a thoughtful classroom, instructional strategies practised as well as
their personal characteristic and planning of lesson. Constant comparative technique was used
to affect with-in case and cross-case analysis based on transcripts of interviews and
observations... Analysis of data was conducted beginning with ‘open coding’ where data from
interviews and classroom observations were broken down or taken apart into discrete parts
to be compared between each other. This was then followed by ‘axial coding’, where webs of
relationship between categories and subcategories were formed (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Subsequently, ‘selective coding’ was carried out where core category was sought and the story
line determined. Core category is the ‘central phenomenon around which all the other
categories are integrated’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 116) whereas story line is the outcome
of conceptualisation of the story. The following are the condensed findings of each of these
cases.

ZAKIAH

Zakiah is in her late forties, cheerful and always greets people with a warm smile. She has a
motherly figure whose concern for everyone, the researcher included, was readily shown
throughout the duration of the study. Her facial expression readily reveals how she feels about
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things, her joy, her anger, her frustration; it was this kind of no-pretence and sincerity that
permeated throughout the study. Zakiah has taught science and biology for 22 years. Her
present school, typical of a semi-rural small town school in Malaysia has students coming
from diverse background and ability.

Zakiah believes in consolidating concept together with students, in most of her lessons it was
observed that she moved close to students, answering to their queries, and exploring together
with them. An ambience of learning together prevailed. When asked about ‘What is most
important in thoughtful learning?’.

Zakiah’s immediate answer was ‘making the student think, ask probing questions, probe their
mind’. Probing to her means ‘asking questions, poking them with questions here and there’.
The importance of probing their mind was to ‘reflect what is in their mind, bringing out all
the misconceptions. In all the lessons observed, Zakiah had indeed frequently portrayed this
habitual probing of the mind. Of equal importance to probing was providing the chance of
‘fiddling’ to students. Fiddling was encouraged so that students get to ‘see, touch and feel’.
Zakiah promoted fiddling that includes letting students trying out their own methods and
techniques in the activities that they were doing. When asked later, the students in their group
interview told the researcher that they were delighted when given such a chance. As students
fiddle, questions would arise in their minds, and this is inquiry to Zakiah – ‘looking at and
ask, asking all their doubts’. In most part of Zakiah’s lessons, the researcher observed that
students asked her many questions, whether in group or individually. Zakiah has said that:
‘There is no such thing as stupid questions, stupid questions are un-asked questions’. It is
thus justifiable to infer that to Zakiah, learning through fiddling and asking questions are
essential to create the thoughtful lesson or the learning community she desired. This inference
was later confirmed during member’s check with Zakiah. With her firm belief in being warm
and friendly to students as the background, it was not surprising that one main feature of
Zakiah’s teaching was her habitual giving of autonomy to students. She let students made
decision on many matters such as deciding on procedures in experiment. It was this giving
autonomy to students that created the ambience conducive to create the learning community
that is central to Zakiah’s idea of teaching towards a thoughtful classroom.

Zakiah showed much excitement through her tone of voice and body gesture during the
interview when talking about the subject of biology. She sounded passionate about the subject.
To her, learning about biology is very important because it allows one to understand his or
her life, to understand things around them and all ‘the stuff that people are selling around
them’. Her enthusiasm was contagious; she spread the enthusiasm to her students. Through
her intonation, students followed her arguments or stories attentively and raised various
questions. During one of the interviews with the researcher, she expressed her belief that
through RSSC, biology has been presented in a more holistic manner and able to equip students
with the main gist of biology which would see students through to university.

As a conclusion, in creating a thoughtful classroom, Zakiah’s core idea was developing a
community of enthusiastic learners of biology. This vision was prompted by her passion of
the subject and commitment towards the curriculum she helped to build. This passion and
commitment was possible because basically she is a person who is enthusiastic and has high
self esteem. The vision of a learning community needs the right ambience and because of her
warm personality, it is natural for her to give autonomy to her students, to let them take
charge of their learning. Her beliefs of the importance of probing and letting students fiddle
and encouraging students to ask questions contribute towards creating this learning
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community which to her is the manifestation of ‘thoughtful classroom’. This conception is
portrayed through figure 1.

RAJENDRAN

Rajendran is a tall, medium built Indian man, who has taught Biology for 29 years entirely in
a fully-residential boys’ school. Rajendran is philosophical and likes to dwell in depth into
issues of life. He spends a lot of time in school with his students. He believes in his ability to
affect students and acts as a role model to them. A distinct line of thoughts that emerged
through the researcher’s interaction with Rajendran during interviews was his persistent
reference to teaching not only for the subject matter.

‘Teaching for about 29 years, I don’t only teach this topic, that topic, … no, no,
without realising, other things come inside you. Later in life, they are going to
be a doctor, or ……, during that period, incidents can take place where it project
them 20 years later in life. In the classroom, I am talking about the subject matter
and all these stuffs, these all take up 80%, or even 90%, the 10% I touch on
something else, it is only 10%, but 10% is more important for me than the 90%
in the class.’

This incidental incidents or consciously crafted incidents which made up the 10% of the lesson
that Rajendran meant were about the building of character, the moulding of the personality.
In every one of his lessons, there was evidence of this 10% either directly through teaching of
biology concepts or making use of little incidents in the classroom. A simple example of an
excerpt of lesson indicating this is given here.

(Teacher moves to table R3, uses a ruler to measure the potato cubes the students have
cut)

T: (As he measures the sides of the cubes) good …good……….

Figure 1: Zakiah’s Conception of Thoughtful Teaching
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T: Huh! (comes to the 3rd side of the cube, teacher exclaims and uses his hand to gesture
‘cut’)
(Students murmuring ‘can do lah’ ‘just run a little only’ to teacher)

T: (Teacher stands up from the chair, stares and talks to the group R3) can do, is the
enemy of excellence, can do is the enemy of excellence, it can’t be like that, take one
more potato and start again!

T: (Talks to the whole class from table R3) Listen here, must tell the other students, you
are suppose to measure 3 cm, ‘just run a little’, ‘can do’ no such thing here, can do is
enemy to excellence, no such thing, run a little…..

T: Next time, you are going to be doctor, engineers, accountant, you know, account
counted wrongly, never mind, 5 cents, it is OK, how can it be? It can’t be, must be
accurate, so you try to get now, here

Putting together his quest for character building of the students and his reflected thoughts
that thoughtful learning did take place in his lesson, the researcher deduced that central to
his conception of teaching towards creating thoughtful classroom was this idea of building
up of character or personality of the students. How did he propose to inculcate virtues or
build up the character of the students? Rajendran talked about learning through mistakes. He
gleefully exclaimed that sometimes he purposely let experiments fail because that is when
actual learning took place. There were many instances during observations of his lessons
where he guided students to learn from mistakes. Besides learning from mistakes, Rajendran
also built up students’ character through the approach of Needs-Problems-Strategies (NPS)
that was being explored and adopted by the RSSC Biology committee in developing the RSSC-
Biology curriculum. In the NPS approach, one needs to systematically explores the needs
and problems faced by the cells of our body and then critically and creatively contemplate
on the strategies used to overcome these problems. Through NPS, students develop the need
of accuracy, persistence in finding solution as well as being humble in examining God’s
creation.

The opportunity to build up the personality of students is not something that is always there.
Students cannot be indoctrinated to be good if they are unwilling. There must be something
in the teacher that makes the influence works. In this case, Rajendran has such a rapport with
students that they could openly tease each other. He moved physically close to students from
group to group, patting their shoulders, sitting or standing right besides them, putting his
arms around their shoulders, talking to them, observing them, laughing with them, shaking
their hands when they have done something right or good and ‘pulling their legs’. Rajendran’s
warm personality has enabled close rapport with students that opened up opportunities for
him to help shape his students’ character. Besides being warm, Rajendran is also a very
expressive person, his students described him as ‘kelakar, buat lawak’ [funny, humorous]; his
students also think that his presentation of lessons was interesting. His expressiveness and
dramatic nature brought the students close to him and this assisted him in getting his teaching,
be it biology content or general advice, across successfully.

In summary, the central phenomenon of Rajendran’s thoughtful teaching was building up of
students’ virtue or personality through teaching of biological concept. This was consciously
done through letting students learned from mistakes and through the Needs-Problems-
Strategies approach. Rajendran’s warm and expressive personality trait was a necessary asset
for him to create rapport with his students that facilitated the building up of students’ virtue
through the learning of Biology. Rajendran’s conception of thoughtful teaching is portrayed
in figure 2.
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LIM

Lim is a Chinese man in his early fifties. He walks briskly and talks fast. Lim has taught
Chemistry for 24 years. His current school was in a town South of Peninsular Malaysia.
Students in this school are of diversified family background and are made up of the three
main races in Malaysia. Lim is a confident man. He talks with authority and knows his subject
matter well. He admits without reservation that he enjoys teaching and being with students,
seeing his students ‘turn around’ and affecting them positively gives him great satisfaction.

Lim’s focus is very much on learning. Based on his constant reference during interviews to
issues such as evidence of learning, learning output, learning attitudes, time effectiveness, the
researcher deduced that to Lim, in teaching towards creating a thoughtful classroom, a teacher
needs to concern himself or herself with imparting skills of ‘management of learning’ among
students as shown in figure 3. Lim’s scope of ‘management of learning’ covers the cultivating
learning attitudes such as reflecting upon what has been learnt before embarking on something
new, making it a habit to document own learning through making summary of what has been
learnt.

Another facet of management of learning is time management. Lim told the researcher the he
advised students to manage their time well, time for learning must not be sacrificed to carry
out other school activities, they need to plan their time well. Besides constantly giving advice,
he also showed his allegiance and practice of time management in all the lessons observed.
For all activities he gave to students, he would give a time frame, ranging between 5 to 10
minutes. Lim gave time frame to get students started on the activity and to set an estimated
range of time for the activity. Time effectiveness according to Lim is not only about students
finishing the work, but teacher achieving the task he has in mind and a training ground for
students to manage their time.

Besides practising his version of time effectiveness and directly giving advice to students on
management of learning, Lim believes that clarity is the most important element in teaching.

Figure 2: Rajendran’s Conception of Thoughtful Teaching
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He prided himself in being told by many, students and teachers alike, that his teaching or
lecture was clear and well structured. Clear and well-structured lessons facilitated students
to manage their learning. In other words, to present a well-organized and structured lesson,
Lim believes in modelling himself in management of learning to be well-organized and
systematic. The following comment is from one of the researcher’s note jotted down
immediately after one of observation:

‘Lim knew what to do, there was no hiccup or delay in terms of sequence of
instruction, every bit of the lesson was well-packed, no time where students did
not know what to do. Every part of the lesson seemed to fall in place nicely.’

One way where Lim made his lesson systematic and structured was through the use of teaching
and learning templates, he created these templates to make learning more efficient. An
example is the electrolysis template. Besides using templates, to ensure clarity Lim always
repeated the same point in many different forms using different approaches. Does it mean
that Lim will always repeat concept a fixed number of time? To this, Lim answered:

‘The number of repetition is not fixed, no. When you begin to notice students
are not getting it, for example, you ask questions, they didn’t answer, you have
to put in another way, you cannot repeat exactly the same thing that you say, it
will be boring.’

Another important prerequisite or condition for inculcating the habitual management of one’s
learning is preparing the path to engage students, setting the ambience ready for internalisation.
Lim believed that the way to engage students is by way of questioning. In the lessons observed,
Lim asked a lot of questions and he made an effort to direct the questions to as many students
as possible.

In coaxing students to take charge of their own learning, motivation is very important. In the
lessons observed, Lim only occasionally gave encouraging words to students and acknowledges
their efforts. However, students in the class seemed to be highly motivated, they answered
questions promptly, they asked teacher questions when they were in a small group or
individually, they were very active in class. During students’ small group interview, the
researcher found them enthusiastic and motivated. When the researcher brought out the issue
of motivation during member’s check, Lim provided other insights of what he thinks what
motivation should be:

‘Basically my students are motivated not by expression or words, what they see
actually are sincerity, I monitor their progress. My students are very close to
me, partly because of my interaction with them outside…… and they could
actually relate to me very well, they actually come to me and say, well, this is
something you have done for me, they relate to me outside the classroom, even
borderline students who are written off by other teachers.’

It does seem logical that motivation could be from outside the classroom; something which
is not within the researcher’s scope to record the data.

By putting management of learning, clarity and structured teaching in the central stage, Lim
systematically designed lessons around these concepts. He described his teaching strategy as
starting with the ‘big picture’, followed by ‘process’ and finally ‘reviews’. He placed great
emphasis on ‘big picture’ because he ‘wants them to see the whole picture, the preview, the
overview’.
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In summary, Lim’s thoughtful teaching centered around management of learning. In preparing
students to manage their learning, he ensured clarity and structure in his own teaching through
a strategy of ‘big picture – process – review’. To assist management of learning he engaged
students fully in the learning and he motivated students through his constant care and concern
for them. Figure 3 depicts his conception of thoughtful teaching.

HARYATI

Haryati is a Malay lady in her late thirties; medium built and wears a sweet smile. She has
taught for 15 years in the same residential boy’s school near Kuala Lumpur. Haryati is a
warm and easy-going, diligent and she frequently made trips back to school at night to conduct
extra classes. Without reservation, she reiterated that her biggest challenge in teaching was to
produce good result. Her target was to produce the most number of students who can score
‘A’ in their examinations.

The central idea in Haryati’s conception of teaching towards creating a thoughtful classroom
was ‘get from students, don’t give them’ as shown in Figure 4. In all her lessons that researcher
has observed, she probed a lot and did not give long lecture. She pointed out that, ‘thoughtful
learning is the same as inquiry discovery, both let them ask, let them give, let them think’.
Another more practical reason for this conception of hers is that, ‘if you give, he (student)
will fall asleep, (so) let him give’. She regularly elicited relevant everyday examples or
applications from students especially prior to learning of the concept. This relating has its
purpose in that students could then see that ‘what I want them to learn is not something different
from what they are doing in everyday life’, in other words, making learning more relevant
and meaningful.

Consistent with her conception of ‘don’t give, get from them’, Haryati also trained her students
to share in the responsibility of conducting self-formative assessment. Haryati also reiterated
that hands-on experience is very important. She planned for lots of hands-on activities either
through demonstrations by teacher or students carrying them out. She felt strongly that
‘without experiment though you can learn Physics, (but) it won’t stick to your mind’, and
this would amount to not understanding the concept being explored. She emphasised that
through her experience, to make students understand, they have to experience it. Observation
of Haryati’s teaching showed that during and after hands-on activites, Haryati would slowly

Figure 3: Lim’s Conception of Thoughtful Teaching
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probed students, eliciting their fully formed or partially formed, accurate or misconceived
ideas obtained from the experience to finally reach conceptualization of the physics principle
concerned.

Haryati believes in the value of making mistakes. Besides learning from hands-on experience,
Haryati talked about learning from mistakes There are different kinds of experiences, one
type of experience is making mistakes. She told the researcher that ‘Children learn through
experience, through the mistakes that they do, it’s OK for them to make mistake so that they
learn’. When her students made mistake, she continued to practice her concept of ‘get from
them, don’t give’. She facilitated elicitation of ideas and then students were led to the right
understanding of the concept.

A teacher who constantly bombards students with questions, eliciting ideas from them need to
possess certain characteristic, otherwise students might get bored with him/her. Haryati was
expressive especially in her tone; the following researcher’s note gives a description of it:

‘The teacher spoke with different intonation, not flat tone; her voice showed
her excitement, approval or disapproval of the students’ answers or statements.
While she explained questions or made a statement, she stressed on certain words
by using her sometimes shrill voice. Her body gesture such as movement of her
hand and constant smiles created a friendly ambience, approachable, not the
serious school master who shows a stern face. One would not get bored with
her lesson or afraid to answer her questions.’

Haryati did not agree with using only one method to teach, she felt that there is no fixed
method to carry out thoughtful teaching. According to her, the teaching method that is used
by teacher actually would depend on the students in the class.

In summary, Haryati’s central idea of thoughtful learning was eliciting ideas from students,
she used eliciting ideas to enhance learning from hands-on experience and learning from
mistake. To her, thoughtful learning could be achieved through the sequence of teaching of
‘observe — infer – conceptualize’ that capitalized on eliciting ideas, learning from hands-on
experience and learning from mistakes. This is further enhanced through her expressiveness
that made the process of elicitation of ideas came alive and successful.

Figure 4: Haryati’s Conception of Thoughtful Teaching
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In answering the research questions of ‘What are the master science teachers’ conceptions of
teaching towards creating thoughtful classroom?’ and ‘How is the Revised Secondary Science
Curriculum being manifested in the classroom?’ the researcher found herself confronting four
different characters. Participants of this study made up their own mind about what is
thoughtful teaching and implemented the curriculum according to these conceptions. Analysis
of their respective conceptions and subsequently their instructional strategies suggest that
broad principles stated in the curriculum material of RSSC concerning thoughtful learning
and inquiry discovery approach was adhered to but not the suggested models or strategies
with given and fixed steps and sequence. Participants generally detested following given
sequence in their teaching, they preferred to think out their own ways. The broad and general
guidelines given in the Curriculum Specification of RSSC provided them with the freedom to
manoeuvre. They have in fact expanded their understanding of thoughtful learning to include
ideas such as learning community, management of learning and thoughtful in the affective
domain. They have added their own dimensions into the concept of thoughtful learning
provided in the curriculum document. This concurs with findings of Newman (1990a,b) who
had found variance in classroom thoughtfulness that was related to teachers’ individual
commitments, orientations and skills. In a broader perspective, differences between enacted
curriculum and given curriculum, is a norm noticed by many educators (Hacker, 1984, 1997;
Noor Azlan, 1987; Sharifah Nor Puteh, 1994; Wilson, 1999; National Institute for Educational
Research Japan, 1999; Remillard, 1999).

Could these conceptions be consolidated and synthesized into a continuum of meaningful
ideas? By attributing the properties and dimensions of each of these conceptions, it could be
deduced that the various ideas brought up through the four different conceptions of thoughtful
teaching are in fact the various aspects or elements of thoughtful teaching. The first element
of thoughtful teaching obtained from the empirical data of this study is setting up the
ambiance. In this case, Zakiah worked on creating a thoughtful community. The second
element is considering the characteristic of output, the kind of human to be produced through
thoughtful teaching. Rajendran aimed to produce future citizen who are thoughtful in the
affective domain. The third element is strategies of learning. Lim focused on management of
learning. The fourth element is strategies of teaching. Haryati used inquiry method. It
appeared that in developing thoughtful teaching, each of these participants directed her
attention to different elements of thoughtful teaching guided by her preference and
prominently displayed personal characteristics. Figure 5 portrayed these relationships. Being
warm, motherly, passionate about the discipline she was teaching, Zakiah was naturally
inclined to prepare the best possible environment and ambiance for thoughtful teaching. Lim
was systematic, holistic in his thinking and always having students’ welfare at heart, therefore
Lim worked on strategies of learning as that is the focus of students’ life in school. As a
philosophical man, Rajendran believed that teaching students about the finer aspects of life is
equally or more important than teaching the subject matter. It is not surprising that Rajendran
designed his teaching around building up students’ character. Haryati was a practical person,
she was diligent, systematic, actively seeking for ideas to improve her teaching and making
her teaching interesting, thus it is natural that her emphasis was on strategies of teaching.

Relationships deduced from arguments leading to the formulation of Figure 5 suggested two
important factors to be looked into when one dwells into thoughtful teaching. Firstly, in
deliberating thoughtful teaching, four elements are worthy of discussion. These are: setting
up of the ambience, identify the target and aim, developing strategies of learning and
developing strategies of teaching. Secondly, there seems to be a natural tendency for persons
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of certain characteristic and preference to focus on the different elements of thoughtful
teaching. These relationships need to be looked at as this study has affirmed that participants
internalized and implemented the same curriculum differently affected by their previous
experience, personal characteristics as well as ideas about teaching. However, it need to be
noted that if further studies of similar nature are conducted on other teachers, other elements
of thoughtful teaching might appear or the elements of thoughtful teaching obtained
empirically from this study could be further affirmed.

The main conclusion that can be made from this study is that there are variations in the
interpretation of the curriculum even among teachers who were involved in curriculum
development. Participants of this study created their own conception of thoughtful teaching
influenced by their personal characteristic as well as their prior beliefs about teaching and
learning.

Figure 5: Elements of Thoughtful Teaching in Relation with Personal Characteristics

IMPLICATION OF FINDINGS

Findings from this study indicate that variation in interpretation of curriculum even among
teachers who were heavily involved in curriculum development is inevitable. Since such
idiosyncrasies of conception of teaching and instructional strategies will prevail anyway,
curriculum should be built upon more comprehensive, bigger idea or principle and more
theoretically founded to allow for flexibility in interpretations and not succumb to strict and
rigid steps and procedures. Teacher needs to personalise these new curriculum ideas and
assistance should be rendered to help them to concretise and conceptualise their ideas. Sessions
of brainstorming during orientation courses for the trainers, prior to implementation of the
curriculum can be conducted to let teachers bring out their views on what do they think of
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the curriculum innovation (where general, basic or underlying principles of the curriculum
innovation have been given first); for example, how thoughtful learning can be achieved, much
like what the researcher was doing with the participants. Teachers’ conceptions of the idea
could be built up slowly through probing and discussion. Through this way, curriculum
planners could subtly introduce new ideas too. The main idea is to let teachers feel that the
conception come from them, it is theirs and their ideas are worthwhile. At the end of the
sessions, various conceptions or strategies might emerged; if all of this leads to achieving the
same objectives, it should all be accepted and used as samples.

Among the factors affecting the creating of thoughtful classroom is personal characteristic.
Particular personal characteristic enhances particular instructional approach. It is because
Lim is a systematic person, therefore he teaches the way it is. Rajendran is expressive; another
teacher without this personal characteristic would not be able to emulate Rajendran producing
the same effect. Zakiah’s and Haryati’s warmth permitted them to teach in their own styles.
This being the case, personal characteristic could be considered a necessary component in
any instructional approaches. Changing the teacher’s characters is not something easily done.
However, teachers can be enlightened on this matter, they need to realise and acknowledge
that their personal characteristic plays a part in deciding how to teach and in determining
the effectiveness of their teaching. They need to know what are the personal characteristics
needed for the particular instructional approach. If they are convinced of the usefulness of a
certain educational idea and they have a will to pursue it, perhaps they might slowly be
encouraged to change their personal characteristic. Curriculum developers and teacher trainer
need to take cognisance of this factor. It would be beneficial for teachers too if this factor of
personal characteristic is discussed during professional development courses.

This study on master teachers’ implementation of RSSC has managed to produce four distinct
cases of teaching. Each has a story to tell. Each story is different. The unique individuality of
each case points towards the worthiness of developing cases of teaching. With enough cases
developed it could well be a great reservoir of knowledge on practice of teaching. Teacher’s
trainers, curriculum developers or other relevant parties could definitely benefit from this
practice of developing cases. By making these “personal practical knowledge” explicit,
teachers are also taking control of their own self-development (Day, 1999).

LIMITATION OF THE STUDY

In this study the limitation can be discussed from two aspects. The first aspect is related to
the duration of data collection. The second aspect is concerned with representativeness of
participants. Collection of data was conducted during the first year of implementation of the
RSSC curriculum. There is always a possibility that participants’ conception and strategies
of thoughtful teaching might be more matured or stabilised if data was collected later. The
second aspect is related to number of participants chosen for this study and their
representativeness. Only four master teachers were selected for this study and they did not
represent the master teachers or science teachers. The findings of this study cannot be
generalised to the general masses of teachers. The findings are pertinent only to the
participants in this study; implications of the findings towards the education fraternity can
only be made on assumption that the same trend might be observed in the masses of teachers
or the same trend or model could be promoted among the other teachers.



5 8 T H E  M A L AY S I A N  J O U R N A L  O F  Q U A L I TAT I V E  R E S E A R C H

REFERENCE

Ben-Peretz, Miriam (1995) Making sense of teaching. Teaching & Teacher Education. 11(1), 103-
106.

Day, C. (1999) Developing teachers – The challenge of lifelong learning (United Kingdom: Falmer
Press).

Hacker, R.G. (1984) A typology of approaches to science teaching in schools. European Journal
of Science Education, 6(2), 153-167.

Hacker, R.G. (1997) The impact of a national curriculum development on teaching and learning
behaviours. International Journal of Science Education, 19(9), 997-1004.

Jabatan Pendidikan Wilayah Persekutuan [Federal Territory Education Department] (1997).
Status penguasaan kemahiran berfikir dalam pengajaran dan pembelajaran Sains KBSM
di Wilayah Persekutuan Kuala Lumpur dan cabaran yang dihadapi dalam
memperkembangkannya [The status of acquisition of thinking skills in the teaching and
learning of Science in Federal Territory and the challenges it encountered]. In Curriculum
Development Centre, Prosiding Seminar Kurikulum Sains Kebangsaan Jilid 2. [Proceeding for
National Seminar on Science Curriculum Volume 2] (pp.182-201) (Malaysia: Ministry of
Education).

Jemaah Nazir Sekolah Malaysia (1999) Laporan Status Pemeriksaan Mata Pelajaran Sains Sekolah
Menengah 1999 [Status Report of Inspection of Secondary School Science by School
Inspectorate]. (Malaysia: Ministry of Education).

Macdonald, J. B. (1965) Educational models for instruction – Introduction. In J. B. Macdonald,
& R. R. Leeper (Eds.), Theories of instruction (pp. 1-7). (Washington, D. C.: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum).

Md Shah Bachik (1999) Pelaksanaan kurikulum Sains KBSR dan KBSM di antara hasrat dan
amalan (Perspektif Jemaah Nazir Sekolah) [The Implementation of Integrated Curriculum for
Primary School and Integrated Curriculum for Secondary School – Between the aspiration
and practice - from the perspective of School Inspectorate]. Paper presented in ‘Seminar
Pembinaan Perisian Pendidikan Interaktif’ [Seminar for Developing of Interactive Educational
Software], Port Dickson, Malaysia.

Merriam, S. B. (2001) Qualitative research and case study applications in education (2nd edn.) (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass).

National Institute for Educational Research (NIER), Japan (1999) An international comparative
study of school curriculum. (Japan: NIER).

Newmann, F.M. (1990 a) Higher order thinking in teaching social studies: a rationale for the
assessment of classroom thoughtfulness. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 22 (1), 41-56.

Newmann, F.M. (1990 b) Qualities of thoughtful social studies classes: An empirical profile.
Journal of Curriculum Studies, 22(3), 253-275.

Noor Azlan Ahmad Zanzali (1987) The Malaysian Mathematics program: A case study of
the difference between design intention and classroom implementation. Unpublished PhD
Dissertation, University of Wisconsin, Madison.



VOL  III,  NO  I,  2015 5 9

Onosko, J. J. (1992) Exploring the thinking of thoughtful teachers. Educational Leadership, 49(7),
40-43.

Patton, M. Q. (1980) Qualitative evaluation methods (California: Sage).

Pusat Perkembangan Kurikulum (2000 a) Kurikulum Bersepadu Sekolah Menengah, Huraian
Sukatan Pelajaran Biologi Tingkatan Empat [Integrated Curriculum for Secondary School,
Curriculum Specification, Biology, Form 4] (Malaysia: Kementerian Pendidikan).

Pusat Perkemangan Kurikulum (2000 b) Kurikulum Bersepadu Sekolah Menengah, Huraian
Sukatan Pelajaran Fizik Tingkatan Empat [Integrated Curriculum for Secondary School,
Curriculum Specification, Physics, Form 4] (Malaysia: Kementerian Pendidikan).

Pusat Perkemangan Kurikulum (2000 c) Kurikulum Bersepadu Sekolah Menengah, Huraian
Sukatan Pelajaran Kimia Tingkatan Empat [Integrated Curriculum for Secondary School,
Curriculum Specification, Chemistry, Form 4] (Malaysia: Kementerian Pendidikan).

Pusat Perkembangan Kurikulum (2000 d) Laporan Awal Kajian Penggunaan Makmal Sains
Sekolah Menengah Tahun 2000 [Early Report on the Study of the Use of Science Laboratory In
Secondary School Year 2000]. Paper presented in ‘Mesyuarat Penyelarsan Tugas-Tugas KBSR
& KBSM dengan Ketua Sektor Pengurusan Akademik Jabatan Pendidikan Negeri
[Coordinating Meeting of Integrated Curriculum for Primary School and Secondary School
with the Head of Academic Administration Sector of State Education Department] Bil 3/
2000’, 13-14 November, 2000 organised by Curriculum Development Centre, Ministry of
Education Malaysia.

Remillard, J.T. (1999) Curriculum materials in Mathematics education reform: A framework
for examining teachers’ curriculum development. Curriculum Inquiry, 29(3), 315-342.

Sharifah Maimunah Syed Zin & Lewin, K.M. (Eds) (1993) Insights into Science Education:
Planning and policy priorities in Malaysia. International Institute for Educational Planning,
UNESCO.

Sharifah Nor Puteh (1994) The development and implementation of the Integrated Curriculum
for Secondary School (KBSM) in Malaysian secondary schools. Unpublished D. Phil. Thesis,
University of Sussex, United Kingdom.

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1990) Basics of qualitative research – Grounded theory procedures &
techniques. (California: Sage).

Swartz, R.J., & Parks, S. (1994) Infusing the teaching of critical and creative thinking into content
instruction. (Pacific Grove, California: Critical Thinking Press & Software).

Wilson, J. M. (1999) Using words about thinking: Content analyses of chemistry teachers’
classroom talk. International Journal of Science Education, 21(10), 1067–1084.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Dr Ng holds a PhD in Education specializing in Curriculum Development, she is
currently the Deputy Director of Curriculum Development Division, Ministry of
Education Malaysia. She has experience in developing curriculum from early years
to secondary school, she is also involved in researches focuses on early childhood,
thinking and science education.


