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| nnovative Tan shows his col ours

Tan Chin Siang

STUDENTS st udyi ng t he phenonenon of addi ng and subtracting col oured Iights
never really get to see the results they hope for, if at all. Thisis
because t he textbook recomrendati on of using sinple light bul bs or the
slightly nore sophisticated "ray box" to conduct such experinents yield
very poor results.

Tan Chung Yong, a science teacher at Sekol ah Menengah Bantuan St Thonas,
Kuchi ng, still remenbers the time when this particular topic was taught
when he was in school .

"I remenber nmy teacher drawing a fewcircles on the bl ackboard
representing the three primary col ours of red, blue and green. And that
was it! We had to nake do just with the theory alone - that when this
colour mxes with this, it will produce such and such a col our."

Tan added that in schools where ray boxes were used, the resultant
colours were not only relatively faint but incorrect because t he bul bs
used were of | ow wattage and had a yellowish tint to them

To solve this problem this 44-year-old teacher cane up with an
i nnovative idea sone three years ago.

H s i nnovation pai d off when he received the "Guru | novatif 1999"
(secondary school category) award during the recent national -1 evel
Teacher's Day cel ebration attended by Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohanad at the M nes Exhi bition Centre.

To sol ve the probl emof having a powerful |ight source, Tan made use of
a slide projector, an equi pment whi ch can be found i n nbst school s.

For the three primary colours of red, blue and green, Tan nmade a speci al
slide conprising three coloured transparent strips. Wien the projector is
switched on, it produces three distinctive rays of col oured |ights.

The beans of these three coloured lights are then defl ected through a
cl ever gadget nade of discarded plastics and three novable nmirrors, held
toget her by screws and gum This gadget is placed in front of the
projector and the resultant deflection of the three coloured lights are
beaned onto a white wall.

What one will see on the wall are the three col ours of red, blue and
green. To know what colour will emerge when, say, red m xes with blue, all
that has to be done is nove the two mirrors which are reflecting the red
and blue lights in such a way that their beans cross path, and hey presto!
magent a appears on the wal .

Tan said that when he was still in teacher's coll ege way back in 1978,
he al ready foresaw the probl emof teaching such a topic.

M xi ng wat er col ours, he pointed out, was out of the question because
col oured lights and water col ours work differently.

"While in college, | did build sone teaching aids to solve this problem
but they were not successful.

"Then in 1996, when | was asked to teach Form Four science, | had a re-
| ook at those aids | nade before and nodified them" he said.

The nodi fications, which took nearly a year, turned out to be a success.

And how much did it cost himto build the sinple | ooking equi pnent ?.

"For the plastics, you can say | got it fromthe rubbi sh dunp because
t hey were di scarded by a shop dealing with such naterial s.

"The mirrors cost ne only a fewsen. So the whole thing is very cheap to
construct," he says.

He received a cash prize of RMLOO, a certificate and a plaque for



wi nni ng the | nnovative Teacher award.

Havi ng won both the State and national -l1evel awards, Tan has initiated
noves to patent his innovation.

"It would be great if some conpany out there can mass produce it. But
it's not the noney | amafter. My primary interest in this project is to
come up wi t h sonet hi ng whi ch can make | earni ng sci ence nore i nteresting
for the students.

"l believe that in science, we should not sinply accept other people's
results blindly. Students should be taught the process of getting the
resul ts through their own experinentation and i nvestigati on.

"I'n that way, they will be able to think creatively and approach things
wi th a new perspective."

Chur ni ng out innovative educational itens is nothing newto Tan, whose
wife Julie Liewis al so a secondary school science teacher.

Two years ago, he succeeded i n devel opi ng a set of transparenci es which,
when proj ect ed usi ng an over head proj ector, could explain visually the
phenormenon of high and | ow tides.

He garnered the Toray Award in 1997 for his invention. The Toray Award
is given out annually by a Japanese firm Pen Fabric Sdn Bhd, to
out st andi ng t eachers.

What next?

"I amnow | ooki ng at howto tackle the probl emof teaching astronony.
There are so many objects in the solar systemyou have to grapple with
that you just can't build a nodel and sinply nove it here and there.

"I have recognised this problemfor quite sonetine and | intend to
solve it," said Tan, who is one of the advisers of the school |nvention
d ub.

Tan sai d he was | ucky to have people such as his wife, SMB St Thomas
princi pal Evan Yeo, and sone State education officers who are very
supportive of what he was doi ng.
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