
Are You Cheating Your Students? 

Practically all schools in Singapore ban the use of mobile phones by students on school premises 

for various reasons, e.g., to prevent classroom disruptions. Most teachers would be concerned if 

they found out that their students were using phones to cheat during exams. However, like 

Larry Magid of CNET (http://news.cnet.com/8301-19518_3-10270987-238.html), I’d ask 

teachers if they are cheating students by not allowing them to use technologies that would help 

them now and in their future. 

Today’s phones are not just communication devices but also mini-computers capable of getting 

information from anyone, anywhere and at any time. But instead of taking advantage of this 

technical affordance, schools often focus on the negative, so much so that it prompted one of 

Magid’s frustrated sources to say: 

We can’t teach 21st century literacy and assess with 19th century methodology. 

We have to look at what we really need students to be able to do when they 

leave us and we must ask, ‘What is my student learning outside of school and 

how can I get them just as engaged?’ 

Magid wondered out loud if we should allow students to use mobile devices during tests. I 

would like to ask a broader question: Are we taking advantage of what our students already 

have to prepare them for the now and their future? 

So what do we have? Recently a writer at Ars Technica wrote about the penetration rates of 

broadband at home in various countries (http://arstechnica.com/tech-

policy/news/2009/07/how-wide-is-the-worlds-digital-divide-anyway.ars). In a survey of 127 

countries: 

Only 10 countries are above 80 percent—mostly small places like Hong Kong, 

Singapore, Denmark, and South Korea. Together, the ten countries in this 

bracket account for only two percent of the world population. 
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Does that make me proud to be Singaporean? No, it depresses me as a world citizen. It 

depresses me further when I think about how little we do in Singapore education with the much 

that we have. 

With the exception of schools like Crescent Girls and Anderson Secondary, most schools here do 

not have wireless Internet access in every classroom and/or computers for every student. (Yes, 

schools have computer labs, but do teachers want to walk students there just to access more 

current information?) 

Mobile and Web 2.0 technologies are key tools for promoting more relevant forms of teaching 

and learning. These technologies can shift the responsibility and power of learning to students 

because they get information for themselves, learn from anyone from any part of the world, and 

ultimately learn to think for themselves (the same skills and behaviours that mirror working life 

now and in the future). Not only should teachers be putting relevant and relatively-cheap-but-

powerful technologies in the hands of students, they should be practising more student-centred 

pedagogies. They should be modelling and imparting 21st century skills and values instead of 

beating the 19th century education horse to death. 

There is a place and time for didactic forms of teaching. But that place should not be everywhere 

and all the time and it certainly should not be the pedestal where it still rests. Just because you 

are talking does not mean that students are listening or learning! 

Teachers should stop shifting the blame on why they don’t rely more on student-centred, 

technology-mediated pedagogies to a lack of time or a tight curriculum or the exam system. If 

they keep their students’ needs and futures in mind, all these obstacles become insignificant. 

Schools in Singapore have the money, the motivation and the means to make this happen. Are 

we going to let inertia and old mindsets hold us back? Are we still cheating our students? 


