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This is a longitudinal autoethnographic inquiry into the quest to explore the support for 

students with special needs in a mainstream primary school in Singapore. By employing 

information gleaned from multiple interviews with both students and teachers, the 

research explores the current issues and problems faced by this particular group of 

children in their learning in the mainstream classroom. Issues perceived by both students 

and teachers include problem in completing writing assignments, a lack of interest in the 

subject matter taught, as well as a short attention span during daily work. 

Rising from the input of this initial generation of information, this research further 

explored the autoethnographical journey of the researcher as a teacher who started as a 

novice in constructivist-oriented teaching, illustrating the researcher’s attempts to use the 

elements of constructivist-oriented teaching to resolve the issues and problems of 

students with special needs in her classes. The researcher’s journey continued four years 

later, with her being a more experienced constructivist-oriented teacher. Her mode of 

teaching is grounded on Lev Vygotsky’s social constructivist views, especially those 

articulated in his theory of dysontogenesis, which emphasises the empowerment of 

individuals rather than a focus on their impairments or deficiencies, suggesting how 

students with special needs should be offered the opportunity to maximise their potential. 

Information generated from this research is presented as an autoethnographical novel, 

which is a detailed appraisal-based description of the educational experience. This part of 

the research concludes that constructivist-oriented approaches offer a viable platform for 

the teaching students with special needs, making them more enabled, although all 

educational stakeholders have to be adequately equipped to sustain such approaches. A 

framework is then proposed for teachers who can exercise multiple roles to effectively 

work with students with special needs in the mainstream classroom.

Abstract

Rationale / Methodology / Research Questions 

Conclusions

Constructivist-oriented teaching is a powerful way to empower students with special 

needs to learn. 

Key points to note: 

Every student to be viewed in the same way

If we view students with special needs as different, we will ultimately treat them as 

different, and even though we were to give them access arrangements to help them, we 

would be merely trying to ‘medicate’ the symptoms and not the real cause of their 

challenges and issues. But by viewing all students being the same, and acknowledging 

that every student at some time or another will encounter some challenges and issues, we 

can then support them via scaffolding. Recognizing each of the students’ strengths would 

be a good way to maximize the potential of each student. In this way, each student will be 

enabled in learning in each of their own most suited ways. 

The power of Reflections 

For the students-wise, they have also gotten more and more adept at doing their simple 

reflections as well, and even at such a young age, had started reflecting on simple things 

that was learnt in class and how they felt about the lessons. They had also been given the 

opportunity to begin the habit of note-taking and giving feedback in class. These will be 

useful and important skills for them in the twenty-first century. 

Flexible use of resources and overcoming constraints 

It is important not to limit oneself in terms of constraints. If there is lack of space for 

activities, we can ‘create’ such spaces with out of classroom experiences such as using 

the school field or open spaces outside the classroom. We can also ‘create’ fluid teaching 

periods despite a fixed curriculum and schedule. 

The amazing power of ICT 

One cannot underestimate the use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT). 

Resources such as videos (via the internet like YouTube, and self-made ones via hand 

phone by videoing the teacher or the students), interactive whiteboard, e-learning sites as 

well as individual uses of the school computers in constructivist-oriented lessons have 

been employed. The result – students with special needs, even those with very short 

attention span were better able to focus and were also on task and more interested in such 

lessons and in the process, learnt and were on task as well. 

Implications for Teachers for students with special needs 
In order to be effective in working with children disabled in learning, a teacher will need 

to take on four main roles (The Reflective Teacher, The Educational Connoisseur, The 

Social Constructivist-oriented Facilitator, and the Educational Critic), in order to address 

the four domains of conceptual, pedagogical, cultural and political dimensions of a 

teacher.

The Reflective Teacher

Being a reflective teacher is more than what Schön meant as a reflective practitioner. It would 

include four components:-

-The continuous learner (independent)

-The Reflective Teacher before action (Reed and Proctor, 1993)

-The Reflective Teacher in action (Schön, 1987)

-The Reflective Teacher on action (Schön, 1987)

The Educational Connoisseur

To be an educational connoisseur, one must be both of the roles below:-

-The continuous learner (interdependent) 

-The keen observer (intentional, structural, curricular, pedagogical, evaluative) (Eisner, 1998)

The Social Constructivist-oriented Facilitator

The social constructivist-oriented facilitator needs to take on three roles:

-The continuous learner (interactive) 

-The Appreciator / Motivator

-The Facilitator & Collaborator (with appropriate scaffolding)   (Vygotsky, 1978) 

The Educational Critic 

As the educational critic, it is important to bear in mind two roles:

-The voice of disclosure (informal/ formal) 

-The critic (descriptive, interpretive, evaluative, thematic)    (Eisner, 1998) 

Implications for further research
The proposed framework on the right would serve as a useful guide in the development 

of teacher development for both pre-service and in-service teachers. It would also serve 

as a good starting point for those who are interested in looking for ways to enhance 

learning for students with special needs. Most importantly, this research has pointed out 

that a teacher must be patient in his or her development as a constructivist-oriented 

teacher and more support is needed for the teacher being a constructivist-oriented teacher, 

as development takes time and there is a need not to rush such a development. If there is 

a continual support group set up for these teachers, with continuous learning and 

development, this would be most beneficial for the teacher fraternity in moving ahead in 

this venture together. 

The aims of the research are twofold. 

a) to discover how students with special needs feel about learning in the current 

classrooms via interviews. With further interviews of the teachers who are teaching these 

students, a fuller picture of the learning practices in mainstream classrooms was 

presented. 

b)to have a first-hand experience at constructivist-oriented teaching which will not only 

help to enhance my own professional development as a constructivist-oriented teacher, 

but will also help me to be better informed and to be able to provide a better direction for 

other teachers in the area of constructivist-oriented teaching.

I have chosen to use authoethnography as a way of sharing the information generated 

with my readers by writing in a storied way to share what I have learnt from the students 

and teachers, and myself, in my research. Information that I have generated were from the 

interviews from students with special needs from my school, as well as interviews from 

teachers of these students. With the information generated, I then formulated a better 

learning experience for my class students which include a high number of students with 

special needs. With me as a novice in constructivist-oriented teaching in the beginning, I 

track my own development and compare it to my constructivist-oriented teaching four 

years later, via my own journal as well as class blog. In order to explore the existing 

issues faced by students with special needs, the research is done in a naturalistic setting in 

a Singapore mainstream Primary School. 

Research question One: 

How are students with special needs actually learning currently in the mainstream 

classrooms in Singapore? 

Research question Two:

How to create curriculum to enable students with special needs to have a positive school 

climate? 

Research question Three: 

How can we introduce constructivist-oriented teaching for students with special needs in 

a Singapore primary school classroom, in order to make them more enabled?

Research question Four: 

How do students with special needs take to constructivist-oriented teaching? 
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