He trades
army for
school at
ripe old age
By STACEY CHIA
FRESH to the teaching profession
at the age of 55, Mr Peter Koh’s
response to those who say his career switch came too late is this:
Better late than never.
The former lieutenant-colonel
of the Singapore Armed Forces
(SAF) is among 2,133 graduates
from the National Institute of Education (NIE) this year.
“It would be easy to just stay
in the SAF and continue until I
retire, but I felt that there was
more I could give to others and
much more I could do for my
country,” said Mr Koh, who will
receive his diploma in education
today.
Two out of four graduation
ceremonies planned for the new
crop of teachers were held yesterday at the Nanyang Technological University to welcome their
entry into the 32,000-strong
teaching fraternity in Singapore.
The other two ceremonies will
be held today at the same venue.
The 2,133 new teachers brings
the current teaching force to
34,133 – exceeding the Education
Ministry’s own projection of having 33,000 teachers by 2015.
Speaking at one ceremony yesterday, Ms Sim Ann, Senior Parliamentary Secretary for Education and Law, reminded the new
teachers of their duty to “uphold
the good standing and ethos” of
the teaching profession.
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“This is because you interact
with your students for the better
part of the day and have ample
opportunity to shape their values
and character,” she said.
It was partly this challenge
that convinced Mr Koh to become a teacher, he said.
“In the army, I dealt with
many youngsters who lacked discipline. Now, I have the chance
to influence the character development of our youth,” he said.
One of the oldest NIE graduates, Mr Koh, who is married
with no children, spent seven
years at the ministry’s headquarters after he left the army in
2001.
It was while he was a security
and emergency planning officer,
visiting schools to teach students

evacuation drills, that he discovered his passion for teaching.
And learning, too. Recalling
his two years at NIE, he said: “Being older doesn’t make me the
wiser one; there is much to learn
from youths as they always have
fresh ideas.”
He has been teaching mathematics and social studies at New
Town Primary School since May.
He hopes to continue teaching –
even after he reaches the retirement age of 62 for teachers.
“This is my calling, and I
know I will still be involved in
teaching some way or another after that,” he added.
Besides the graduates, three
teachers were honoured yesterday. Mr Elmi Zulkarnain, 34, Ms
Phyllis Pham, 31, and Mr Donny

Lee, 33, were presented with the
Outstanding Youth in Education
Award. The annual award is for
teachers below the age of 35.
Mr Elmi, who teaches at Pasir
Ris Primary, was recognised for
going beyond prescribed teaching
material and using digital animation to teach creative writing.
Both Ms Pham, from Clementi
Town Secondary, and Mr Lee,
from Northbrooks Secondary, organised various activities to motivate normal stream students.
As a former normal stream student, Ms Pham said she was better able to connect with her class.
“I’ve shown them my report
card and pointed out that some
of them did even better than me
at the PSLE,” she said.
staceyc@sph.com.sg

