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TECSES INSIGHTS: An overview of Singapore’s teacher education system and its success factors

Weritten by Dr. Marko van den Berg

General overview of the development of Singapore’s education system

Having gained independence in 1965, Singapore has, within just a few decades, transformed itself
from a relatively poor nation into one of the wealthiest countriesin the world.* A key factor behind
this transformation has been rapid economic growth, which in turn has relied heavily on the
country’s high level of education. The situation in the 1960s was far from easy for the newly
independent nation. Singapore’s overall level of education was low, and illiteracy was widespread.
At the same time, the social climate was unstable due to tensions between ethnic groups. In fact,
serious violent clashes between the Chinese and Malay communities occurred on the eve of

independence in 1964.°

In the years following independence, Singapore’s government emphasized the close link between
economic development and educational advancement. Education was also seen as essential for
buildinga new national identity. Efforts were made to create a sense of a shared Singaporean identity
based on multiculturalism and equality amongall ethnicgroups. As part of this process, English was
adopted as a unifying language. The policy of bilingualism, requiring students of all ethnic
backgrounds to learn English alongside their mother tongue, became an official norm — and

gradually one of the cornerstones of Singapore’s national identity. 3

From the very beginning, Singapore’s education system was almost entirely publicly funded. In the
earlyyears of independence, the government focused on rapidly expanding the number of teachers
and ensuringthat all students had access to free textbooks. This early stage of education policy later
came to be known as “Survival-Driven Education.” The country’s leaders at the time stressed that
Singapore needed to industrialize quickly in order to survive in an increasingly competitive global

economy.

The rapid expansion of basic education was regarded as a key prerequisite for achieving this goal.

This was done deliberately, even at the expense of educational quality. In teacher education, too,

"Wu 2011.
2Cheng & Low 2001; Liu 2024, 26; Goh & Gopinathan 2008, 13-14.
3Zhang 2024, 285; Goh & Gopinathan 2008, 14-15.



the primary focus was placed on increasing the number of teachers as quickly as possible. In this
respect, results were achieved rapidly: by the late 1950s, there were slightly more than 10,000
teachers in Singapore, while by 1968, the number had already risen to over 19,000.* However, the

overall quality of teaching remained low, and student learning outcomes were generally weak.”

The year 1978 is widely regarded as a watershed moment in the development of Singapore’s
education system. That year, a review committee led by then Deputy Prime Minister Goh Keng Swee
proposed radical reforms to the country’seducational structure. In addition to the high rate of school
dropouts, the committee was deeply concerned about the poor proficiency in English. It also pointed
out that, despite rapid economic growth, a portion of the population continued to live in poverty. In
the first decades after independence, Singapore had sought to compete internationally with low-
cost labour. Over time, however, this competitive advantage had been lost. On the basis of the
committee’s recommendations, Singapore decided to launch what became known as the second
industrial revolution, in which high-quality education would play a central role. The concepts of a
Skills-Intensive Economy and Efficiency-Driven Education reflected the new mindset:investingin the
quality of education was seen as a key strategy for transitioning toward a new, more advanced
economic model. The overarching aim was to develop a technology-based economy that would

enable the country to produce high-quality export goods. ®

Following the recommendations of the 1978 review committee, comprehensive reforms were
introduced. In 1979, the so-called New Education System (NES) was launched, with the goal of
significantly improving both educational quality and learning outcomes. The reform brought a new
approach to addressing students’ varying abilities and learning needs. Instruction was now
differentiated accordingto students’ aptitudes and talents. Those who progressed more slowly were
given additional time to complete their primary and secondary education, while more capable
students could advance much faster. In primary schools, streaming was introduced — a system of
ability grouping that was believed to enhance the motivation of both slower and higher-achieving
learners. The new efficiency-oriented curricula emphasized not only bilingualism — mastery of both

English and the student’s mother tongue — but also mathematics and natural sciences, reflecting

4Liu 2024, 26; Goh & Gopinathan 2008, 18.
5 Goh & Gopinathan 2008, 20; Liu 27-28.
8Goh & Gopinathan 2008, 20-23.



the growing importance of technological and scientific competence in the nation’s development

strategy. ’

As part of the reforms, learning outcomes began to be assessed regularly and systematically. At the
same time, the government loosened its tight administrative control over schools, giving them
greater autonomy in implementing the curriculum, recruiting staff, and selecting textbooks. The
reforms gradually began to show results. During the 1980s, the number of school dropouts declined,
while the overall level of education improved. The number of university-educated Singaporeans
increased rapidly, and the strong focus on science and mathematics education began to pay
offThroughout the decade, the number of graduates in science, technology, and engineering grew
steadily. For instance, the number of students earning engineering degrees doubled between 1980
and 1985, and then doubled again between 1986 and 1989. In the 1990s, this positive trend
continued. Singapore started to perform exceptionally well in international studies that compared

young people’s achievement in mathematics and science.®

In the late 1990s, Singapore introduced a new national education strategy known as Thinking
Schools, Learning Nation (TSLN).® At the heart of this vision was the idea that the future of a small
city-state with limited natural resources depended not only on maintaining a high overall level of
education, but also on ensuringthat citizens had the ability to keep learning throughout their lives.
The goal was to develop everyindividual’s talents and skills to their fullest potential. In practice, this
meant encouraging schools to identify and nurture students’ strengths and to introduce customized
learning programmes. One of these special initiatives is the Gifted Education Programme, which

provides advanced learning opportunities for academically talented students.

In the early 1990s, the Ministry of Education launched the Edusave Scheme, a government-funded
programme offering financial support to all students aged 6 to 16. The grants could be used, for
example, to take part in study trips abroad or enrichment activities outside the regular
curriculum.Since the 2000s, Singapore’s education system has paid particular attention to the

integration of information and communication technologies (ICT) into teaching and learning.

According to a recent OECD study comparing adults’ literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving skills,

Singapore achieved top-level results, especially among the younger age groups (under about 35

7 Goh & Gopinathan 2008, 20-24.
8Liu 2024, 28-29; Goh & Gopinathan 2008, 25.
9Goh & Gopinathan 2008, 30-31.



years old). ° It is worth noting that the older age groups performed less well. The older the age
group, the weaker the results. This is likely due to the fact that older generations generally have
lower levels of education. At the same time, the findings suggest that education policiesintroduced
in recent decadesin Singapore have been successful — at leastin terms of improving people’s skills

and competencies.

The development of Singapore’s teacher education system

In the early years of independence, teacher education in Singapore was provided by two main
institutions. Most teachers were trained at the Teachers’ Training College (TTC), which was
responsible for preparing primary school teachers. Secondary school teachers, on the other hand,
were trained at the School of Education within the National University of Singapore (NUS).At that
time, secondary teachers already completed a bachelor’s degree, while primary teachers’ training
did not lead to an academic qualification and lasted only two years. Because of the severe shortage
of teachers in the early years of independence, the TTC was even forced to adopt an in-service
training model, where teachers continued their studies while already workingin schools. During the
1960s, primary teacher education focused mainly on practical classroom skills and discipline, rather
than on general education or educational theory. This emphasis, combined with challenging working
conditions, contributed to the low social status of the teaching profession. Teachers had very little
professional autonomy, and teaching practices in schools were highly standardized, textbook-based,
and exam-oriented. As a result, job dissatisfaction was common among teachers, and many left the

profession altogether.

In the early 1970s, the structure of teacher education was reorganized. All teacher education
providers were brought together under oneinstitution. In 1973, the Teachers’ Training College (TTC)
was transformed into the Institute of Education (IE), which became the sole provider of teacher
education in the country. A major turning point occurred in 1991, when the Institute of Education
(IE) merged with the College of Physical Education (CPE) — aninstitution established in the 1980s to
train physical education teachers — to form the National Institute of Education (NIE).The NIE became

an autonomous institute within Nanyang Technological University (NTU) and began offering four-

OECD 2024.
" Liu 2024, 26-28.



year undergraduate teacher education programmes. As a result of the reform, all student teachers

began to receive university-based training. 2

Operating within Nanyang Technological University (NTU) gradually fostered interdisciplinary
research between educational researchers at the National Institute of Education (NIE) and scholars
from otherfaculties. This collaboration helped enhance the overall status of teacher education and
increase the impact of educational research in Singapore. The development of educational research
in the country has also been supported by the Ministry of Education (MOE), which has systematically
increased research funding for NIE since the late 1990s. Over time, the research-based knowledge
produced by NIE has become a key foundation for policymaking and decision-makingin Singapore’s

education system. 2

The current teacher education system

In the 2010s, significant structural changes were made to Singapore’s Bachelor of Arts/Science
(Education) programmes. The revised degree structure placed greater emphasis on teachers’
research competence. Student teachers began to receive systematic guidance not only in research
within their own subject areas, but also in educational research more broadly. This shift was based
onthe beliefthat teachers must be able to think scientifically and critically, as these abilities support
their professional growth throughout their careers.'* In 2023, the National Institute of Education
(NIE) released a forward-looking strategy for the future of teacher education titled Teacher
Education forthe 21st Century (TE21). The framework draws heavily on the concept of 21st century
skills.®> The strategy emphasizes that the key elements of teaching — theory and practice — should
be more closely integrated in teacher education. In practice, this means giving teaching practice
(school-based practicum) a more central role and strengtheningits connection to theoretical studies

within teacher preparation programmes.

The TE21 Strategy emphasizes that the teaching profession should be grounded in shared core

values. Alongside these values, teachers also need a wide range of skills and knowledge that enable

2Gopinathan & Loh 2023, 5.

3 Liu 2024, 30, 32; Gopinathan & Loh 2023, 6.

' Liu 2024, 35; Research-based teacher education see also: Alvunger & Wahlstrom 2018, 333.
5 21th Century Skills see for example Joynes et. al 2019.

'® National Institute of Education (NIE) Singapore 2023b, 5-6.



them to work effectively in a rapidly changing world. ?” The strategy identifies three core value
commitments: Commitment to the Learner, Commitment to the Profession, and Commitment to the
Community.*® Commitmentto the Learner reflects the belief that every child is capable of learning.
Teachers are expected to be committed to recognizing, respecting, and valuing learners’ diversity
and different backgrounds. Commitment to the Profession refers to teachers’ dedication to
continuous learning and professional growth, with the goal of achieving the highest possible
standards in their work. Commitment to the Community highlights the social and civicdimension of
teaching. Teachers should understand that their work serves not only their students, but also the
wider society. Through their work, teachers contribute to addressing both national and global

challenges. *°

In the NIE’s TE21 Strategy, the category of skills required from teachers includes, among others,
creative thinking, pedagogical competence, an understanding of society, and skills related to digital
learning. In addition to technical abilities, the NIE emphasizes that teachers also need a range of
social and emotional skillsthat help them understand students’ needs and work collaboratively with
others.According to the NIE, the knowledge base that teachers require includes subject-specific
expertise, an understanding of curriculum frameworks, and a basic awareness of physical and

psychological well-being. %

All Singaporean student teachers now complete a university degree, and there are several pathways
through which one can qualify as a teacher. In the Double Major Bachelor’s programme, students
study both their chosen subject specialization (for example, Geography, Mathematics &
Computational Thinking, etc.) and Education. In addition, students select a minor subject, such as

Art, Biology, Chemistry, or English Language & Linguistics.

At the end of their studies, graduates are awarded eithera Bachelor of Arts or a Bachelor of Science
degree. The programme is designed to be completed in about four years. During their studies, all
students are introduced to research methods both in their specialization subjects and in education.
In their final year, students complete an Academic Exercise, a capstone project in their area of

specialization, which also helps prepare them for further academic studies in the future.

7 Rajandiran 2021, 3-4.

'8 National Institute of Education (Singapore) 2023a, 7.
'® National Institute of Education (Singapore) 2023a, 10.
20 National Institute of Education (Singapore) 2023a, 12.
2 Double Major Programmes Handbook (NIE) 2025.



All teacher qualification programmes in Singapore include extensive teaching practice, carried out
in several phases, which is regarded as a core component of teacher education. ?> During their
practicum, student teachers apply their knowledge and skills in their teaching subjects across
different school levels. The practicum is jointly supervised by school-based mentors and university
lecturers from the NIE. In the Double Major Programme, teaching practice is conducted in four
stages: School Experience (SE), Teaching Assistantship (TA), Teaching Practice 1 (TP1), and Teaching
Practice 2 (TP2). These practicum components are spread across the four academic years of the

programme.?

The School Experience provides student teachers with their first exposure to the school
environment. It lasts for two weeks, with one week spent in a primary school and the other in a
secondary school. During this familiarization period, student teachers observe lessons at different
school levels, but they do not yet teach themselves. They are given various observation tasks

designed to help them deepentheir understanding of the connections between theory and practice.

The next phase, the Teaching Assistantship (TA), lasts for five weeks. During this period, students
receive weekly TA assignments that guide them to observe their mentor teachers’ lessons, engage
in regular discussions with them, and reflect on the relationship between theory and practice.
Student teachers assist their mentors in lesson planningand the preparation of teaching materials.
They also take part in classroom activities by helping to guide students’ learning during
lessons.During Teaching Practice 1 (TP1), student teachers observe their mentor teachers’ classes
and become more actively involved in lesson preparation. They also begin to take on the role of an

assistant teacher during classroom activities.

The final stage of the practicum, Teaching Practice 2 (TP2), lasts for ten weeks. During this phase,
student teachers teach their own lessons, which are planned under the supervision of their mentors.
They also prepare their own learning materials for these lessons. For every lesson taught, a detailed
lesson plan must be submitted in advance to the supervisingteachers, and feedback discussionsare
held afterwards. Student teachers are also introduced to assessment practices and other aspects of

teachers’ work beyond classroom instruction.

2 See the content of the teaching practicum in more detail, e.g. Choy 2023, 69.
% Double Major Programmes Handbook (NIE) 2025.
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Another pathway to obtaining a teaching qualification is the Postgraduate Diploma, a 16-month
programme offered by the National Institute of Education (NIE). It is designed for students who
already hold a bachelor’s or other university degree but do not yet have a teaching
gualification.Students admitted to the programme specialize in teaching either at the primary or
secondary level. They may choose any school subject as their major, with the exception of Physical
Education.The structure of the programme includes courses in education, teaching practice,
curriculum studies, and academic communication skills. Depending on the chosen specialization, the
studies also include modules focusing on subject content mastery and general pedagogy.The
teaching practice component of the Postgraduate Diploma consists of two phases. In the first year,
student teachers complete a four-week practicum, during which they observe their mentors’ lessons
and assistin lesson planningand classroom teaching. In the second year, they undertake a ten-week
practicum, wheretheylearn to plan and teach their own lessons under supervision. The programme
alsoincludestraining related to assessment and evaluation, preparing students for the full range of

professional responsibilities expected of teachers. 2*

In the past, the NIE curriculum also included a Bachelor of Education programme designed for
primary school teachers without a university degree. This three-and-a-half-year programme offered
experienced primary school teachers the opportunity to obtain an academic qualification.?® At
present, this programme is no longer part of NIE’s offerings, but it has been replaced by the two-
year Diploma in Education (DipEd), which provides qualification toteach in the lower primary grades.
The programme is intended for students who hold a polytechnic diploma or an International
Baccalaureate (IB) qualification. The DipEd curriculum includes courses in education, curriculum
studies, subject content knowledge (covering subjects taught in lower primary school), teaching
practice, and academic communication skills. Students admitted to the programme are required to
teach in primary schools for at least three years after graduation. In return, their tuition and related

study expenses are fully funded by the Ministry of Education (MOE) of Singapore.

% postgraduate Diploma in education Handbook (NIE) 2024.
% Bachelor of Education Handbook (NIE) 2011.
% Ministry of Education (MOE) Singapore. Diploma in Education (DipEd) 2025.
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Career progression and professional development of teachers

In Singapore, a strong emphasis is placed on teachers’ professional development. Teachers are
entitled to up to 100 hours of professional training per year. 2’ The main institutions responsible for
in-service training are the Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST) and the National Institute of
Education (NIE). The AST provides teachers with various platforms for networking and peer learning.
For example, the Networked Learning Communities (NLCs) programme allows teachers from
different schoolsto learn from one another and share ideas and experiences. Another initiative, the
Teacher Work Attachment Plus (TWA+) programme, gives teachers an opportunity to broadentheir
professional perspective by learning about the work of professionals in other fields. Participants
spend typically two to four weeks in private companies or public-sector organizations. Theaimis to
build stronger links between schools and the wider world and to bring new insights that can be

applied to teaching and school development. 2

The NIE’s professional development offerings include both certificate or diploma-level programmes
and short-term training courses. For instance, NIE recently launched a course titled Certificate in
Artificial Intelligence for Education, comprising about 100 study hours. The course introduces
teachers to the basic principles and key concepts of artificial intelligence, as well as its potential
applications in education and teaching. Another example of NIE’s longer-term in-service training is
the Certificate in Special Needs Support, aimed at primary and secondary school teachers. The
programme provides in-depth knowledge of various learning difficulties and ways to support
students with special educational needs. The course covers, for example, attention deficit and
hyperactivity disorders (ADHD), autism spectrum characteristics, and instructional strategies to
support these learners. *° Short-term in-service training, by contrast, typically lasts one or two

working days and focuses on specific themes related to teaching and learning.

Teachersin Singapore also have various opportunities for career advancement. *° Those who wish to
do so can pursue higher university degrees. There are three main career tracks for teachers: the

Teacher Track, the Leadership Track, and the Senior Specialist Track. >* Within these tracks, teachers

? Darling-Hammond, Linda. 2017, 303-304.

% Academy of Singapore Teacher “s, Website.

2 Professional Development Programmes & Courses (NIE) 2025, Website.
3 Choy 2023, 67-68.

31 Liu 2024, 33; Darling-Hammond 2017, 304.
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continue to develop their professional expertise throughout their careers. The typical progression
within the Teacher Track is: Senior Teacher, Lead Teacher, Master Teacher, and Principal Master
Teacher.®? Senior and Lead Teachers act as mentors for other teachers and often lead Professional
Learning Community (PLC) activities within their schools. In Singapore, each school allocates about
one hour per week for PLC sessions, during which teacher teams share best practices and work to
improve teaching quality and student learning outcomes. Master and Principal Master Teachers, in

turn, operate at the national level, for example within the Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST),

where they promote effective pedagogical practices and support curriculum innovation.

The Leadership Track, as the name suggests, focuses on developing teachers for leadership and
management roles. Progression typically moves from subject head to vice-principal and eventually
principal. Leadership responsibilities include school development, curriculum planning, and staff
management. The Senior Specialist Track allows teachers to specialize in specificareas of educational
development, such as curriculum design, assessment, or educational technology. This pathway
begins with the title of Senior Specialistand can advance up to Chief Specialist. Teachers on this track

usually work in expert roles within the Ministry of Education (MOE).

Overall, Singapore’s career structure offers teachers multiple pathways for advancement, both
within and beyond their own schools. This system not only motivates teachers to continue
developing their professional skills, but also ensures that those who train and mentor other

educators have first-hand classroom experience.

Conclusion

Singapore’s teacher education programmes are today recognized internationally for their high
quality. Thisis reflected in the country’s strong performance in international assessments of learning
outcomes. For example, Singapore hasranked amongthe top three countriesin the PISA studies of
2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018. Singaporean students also performed exceptionally well in the 2003
Trendsin International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). The results showed that 90 percent
of Singaporean students scored above the international average in both mathematics and science.

33 At present, it seems clear that both Singapore’s teacher education system and its students’

% Professional Developmentand Career Tracks. Ministry of Education (Singapore).
3 Choy 2023, 67; See also National Center on Education and the Economy 2016, 1.
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learning outcomes stand out internationally. What factors explain the success of the Singaporean
model? In their 2007 report, How the World’s Best-Performing School Systems Come Out on Top,
Michael Barber and Mona Mourshed—drawing on extensive research—argue that a high-

performing education system rests on three key pillars:

1. Getting the right people to become teachers,

2. Developing them into effective instructors, and

3. Ensuring that the system delivers the best possible education for every student. 3

Singapore appears to meet all these conditions. The country attracts highly qualified applicants to
itsteacher education programmes, and the training successfully integrates theory and practice. The
national teacher education strategy also places strong emphasis on core professional values,

including the belief that every student is capable of learning when given the right opportunity.

In the early 1990s, Singapore’s various teacher education institutions were merged to form the
National Institute of Education (NIE), which became an autonomous institute within Nanyang
Technological University (NTU). At the same time, teacher education in Singapore was fully
transformed into an academic discipline. Many scholars have emphasized the significance of this
turning point, as it led to close collaboration between NIE researchers and scholars at NTU, while
the Ministry of Education (MOE) began to systematically increase research funding for NIE. This, in
turn, stimulated vibrant academic research and publishing activity, which has made it possible to

develop both teacher education and schools on a research-based foundation. **°

One of the main strengths of NIE’s teacher education model is its clear strategy and well-balanced
integration of theory and practice. The theoretical foundation of the programmes is built on the
concept of 21st century skills®, which are combined with extensive, practice-oriented teaching
experience. In addition to the amount of practicum training, NIE places strong emphasis on its
quality, ensuring that student teachers receive comprehensive mentoring and supervision

throughout their practice. Teaching practice is jointly supervised by university lecturers and school-

34 Barber & Mourshed 2007, 5.
% Gopinathan & Loh 2023, 6-7.

% See also National Center on Education and the Economy. 2016, 5; Gopinathan & Loh 2023, 7.
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based mentor teachers.Another key success factor lies in the way Singapore’s model trains future
teachers in research methods—bothin their subject specialization and in education. This approach
equips teachers not only for further academic studies, but also for the continuous adoption of new
research-based knowledge. The NIE teacher education strategy strongly emphasizes that teachers

should continue to learn and acquire new knowledge throughout their professional careers.

In Singapore, teacher education programmes attract highly qualified applicants. Thisis due not only
to the high quality of training, but also to the strong professionaland social status of teaching. The
financial attractiveness of the teaching profession also plays an important role. For example, student
teachers receive a full monthly salary funded by the Ministry of Education (MOE) during their
studies.?” Upon graduation, teachers can look forward to stable, well-paid, and respected careers
with ample opportunities for professional development. Notably, Singapore has a structured
induction programme for newly qualified teachers, administered by the MOE, ensuring that early-

t.3 Later in their careers, teachers have excellent

career teachers receive systematic suppor
opportunities for continuous professional learning, and the professionis made even more appealing
by the multiple career progression routes available through the Teacher Track, Leadership Track, and
Senior Specialist Track schemes. The success story of Singapore’s teacher education and school
system is the result of long-term, consistent development efforts. From the early decades of

independencein the 1960s and 1970s, teachers and their education were already seen as central to

the nation’s success. This belief has continued to guide political decision-makingto the present day.

Throughout its history, Singapore has invested substantial financial resources in teacher education
and its continuous improvement. Since the 1990s, development has been guided by a clear national
strategy that emphasizes not only knowledge and professional competence, but also thinking skills
and the integration of theory and practice. Singapore has also demonstrated courage in reforming
teacher education and school curriculain response to changes in the wider world. At the same time,
its education policy has been measured and consistent rather than reactive, with reforms introduced
carefully and strategically. A key factor behind their success has likely been that policy decisions have

been grounded in research-based evidence produced by university scholars.

%7 Liu 2024, 30; Darling-Hammond 2017, 298; See also Barber & Mourshed 2007.
% See the induction programme in more detail:National Center on Education and the Economy., 2016, 6-8.
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