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SINGAPORE

The teaching workforce in Singa-
pore is getting older, due in part to
an ageing population and the scal-
ing down of recruitment of new
teachers in recent years. 

In 2021, about a quarter of teach-
ers were aged 34 and below. This is
down from 55.4 per cent in 2005
and 46.4 per cent in 2012. 

Conversely, the proportion of
teachers aged 40 and above grew
from 34.5 per cent in 2012 to 56 per
cent in 2021. 

In response to queries, the Minis-
try of Education (MOE) said it
recruited a yearly average of about
650 teachers in the last five years
from 2018 to 2022. 

It used to recruit about 2,000 to
3,000 teachers yearly between
2004 and 2012 when it was build-
ing up its workforce to about
33,000 teachers. 

The focus has since shifted to re-
placing teachers who have left the
service and to meet specific sub-
ject needs, said the MOE.

It added that there are currently
about 32,000 education officers in
service, including educators in lea-
dership positions like principals
and vice-principals.

“The decrease in the proportion
of younger teachers since 2005 is
primarily due to smaller inflows of
new teachers in recent years,
alongside the maturing of the ex-
isting teaching workforce,” said the
MOE spokesman. 

Most new teachers join the ser-
vice between the ages of 25 and 30,
he said. Around half of them are

posted to primary schools, while
the rest go to secondary schools
and junior colleges.

Associate Professor Jason Tan
from the National Institute of Edu-
cation said that apart from age, the
length of service of teachers is also
another factor to look at.

It is clear that there has been a
shift in the profile of teachers in
the past decade, he said. 

In 2011, the largest category of
teachers – 32.3 per cent of them –
had zero to four years of work ex-
perience. 

In 2021, those in this category
made up 11 per cent of the profes-
sion, and the largest section at 23.6
per cent was those who had 10 to 14
years of experience. 

“With shrinking birth cohorts
and mergers and closures of
schools, there hasn’t been a need to
hire as many teachers as before,”
said Prof Tan, whose work is in pol-
icy, curriculum and leadership. 

Citing findings from a 2016 re-
port by the Learning Policy Insti-
tute in the United States, he said
that teachers generally become
more effective as they gain experi-
ence, although they improve at a
lesser rate in their later years. 

Results from 30 studies show
that teaching experience is, on av-
erage, positively associated with
student achievement gains
throughout a teacher’s career, al-
though there are variations, the re-
port said. 

As teachers gain experience, stu-
dents are also more likely to do bet-
ter on other measures of success
beyond test scores, such as school
attendance. 

The same report also found that

more experienced teachers bring
benefits to their colleagues and
school, with novice teachers bene-
fiting the most. 

“Still, the report noted that varia-
tion in teacher effectiveness exists
at every stage of the teaching ca-
reer, said Prof Tan.

“In fact, what is more important
is that teachers are carefully select-
ed and well-prepared at their point

of entry into the profession, and
are provided proper mentorship
along the way.” 

“Whether you’re younger or ol-
der, a veteran or a novice, I think all
teachers need a supportive envi-
ronment for professional develop-
ment, especially when there are
pressing issues to work on like
changing ways of assessment, in-
creasing needs in character and ci-

tizenship education and e-pedago-
gy,” said Prof Tan. 

“Experience may help you to
some degree, but it may also be
more difficult for experienced
teachers to change entrenched at-
titudes and beliefs.” 

He added: “Newer teachers have
less accumulated knowledge to
draw on, but at the same time they
may have less entrenched atti-

tudes, so in theory they may be
more adaptable.”

In this vein, professional devel-
opment has been one of MOE’s key
priorities in recent years, he said,
with a road map launched in 2020
to guide teachers in planning their
own learning and development,
among other initiatives.
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Studies show teaching experience is positively
associated with gains in student achievement

freshed curriculum in 2023 across
10 schools for Chinese language, 10
schools for Tamil and 16 schools for
Malay. 

The latest curriculum builds on
the 2015 iteration and will feature
greater use of technology, such as
in the learning of hanyu pinyin and
in tongue placement animations
for Tamil. 

MOE said it will continue to
guide teachers in using technology,
including artificial intelligence
(AI) tools such as ChatGPT, in
teaching and learning. 

Speaking at the Mother Tongue
Languages Symposium held at the
Suntec Singapore Convention and
Exhibition Centre, Mr Chan said
the new curriculum will place
greater focus on helping pupils
learn and use their mother tongue
languages in and outside of the
classroom. 

Pupils will learn through a mix of
visual, auditory and kinaesthetic
means, he added. For instance, for
Chinese language, they could read
e-books with interactive functions
and digital narration at home or
play games that improve word rec-

Animated videos, online games
and augmented reality will be fea-
tured more prominently in mother
tongue lessons for Primary 1 pupils
from 2024, as part of a refreshed
curriculum announced by Educa-
tion Minister Chan Chun Sing on
Saturday. 

Pupils will have more avenues to
use their mother tongue languages
in day-to-day contexts, such as
when buying food in the canteen
and writing social media posts. 

The new curriculum, which will
be implemented progressively
starting with the Primary 1 cohort
in 2024, aims to promote cross-
cultural literacy. 

For example, in the Primary 1
Malay textbook, pupils will be in-
troduced to popiah, a Chinese
spring roll that has become a local
favourite, as well as to lumpia, the
Filipino version of spring roll. 

“Through these examples, stu-
dents will better appreciate cross-
cultural similarities and better
connect with their friends in the
region,” said Mr Chan. 

The Ministry of Education
(MOE) carried out a pilot of the re-

ognition. 
An electronic Tamil reading pen

has also been created to help pupils
learn the correct pronunciation of

words, while pupils can learn Ma-
lay through songs and body move-
ment activities during lessons. 

Mr Chan said MOE is working

with industry partners to develop
an AI solution for children learning
oracy skills for their mother
tongues in out-of-school contexts. 

Being bilingual is an important
part of the Singapore identity, he
said. Yet remaining proficient in
mother tongue languages has been
a challenge as Singapore has seen a
shift to English as the language
most frequently spoken at home in
the past decade. 

“Many parents value the impor-
tance of bilingualism, but struggle
to create conducive environments
for their children to develop bilin-
gual capabilities,” he added. 

“If we do not do anything, we will
start to lose our bilingualism edge,”
he said, encouraging parents to de-
vote more time to the mother
tongue languages in their chil-
dren’s early years. 

Madam Li Huan, 49, head of de-
partment for mother tongue lan-
guage at Elias Park Primary
School, one of the pilot schools,
said the latest curriculum allows
for more self-directed learning as
pupils can use digital resources at
home. 

For instance, they will have more
interactive resources to recognise
Chinese characters or learn hanyu
pinyin, which is necessary for
them to expand their vocabulary
and read more extensively, she
said. 

Mr Thiagarrajan, 52, a parent
whose Primary 1 son was part of
the pilot at Anderson Primary
School, said he is glad that pupils
are encouraged to speak their
mother tongue language in daily
life. His wife speaks in English to
their two sons, aged seven and five,
while he speaks in Tamil to them. 

“My son used to be quite shy us-
ing Tamil in public, but he’s im-
proving and is now more confi-
dent,” said Mr Thiagarrajan, who is
self-employed and goes by one
name. “He enjoys using technolo-
gy, which has sped up his learning
process, although we also try to
control that as it shouldn’t replace
real-life learning.” 

He added: “Language has to
evolve to stay alive, including the
methods by which it is taught to
students.” 
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New mother tongue curriculum for Primary 1 pupils from 2024

Pupils trying out learning resources at the Mother Tongue Languages Symposium
on Saturday. The new mother tongue curriculum for Primary 1 pupils will feature
greater use of technology, such as in the learning of hanyu pinyin and in tongue
placement animations for Tamil. ST PHOTO: KELVIN CHNG

When he was a secondary school
student, Mr Benjamin Gan had al-
ready imagined himself teaching
a class. 

“I was a quiet and reserved stu-
dent, but I had teachers who took
the trouble to get to know me bet-
ter and gave me opportunities to
grow,” said the 33-year-old, who
now teaches English language in
Gan Eng Seng Primary School.
He is the school’s Primary 5 and 6
year head. 

He previously taught in a sec-
ondary school before moving in
2019 to the Ministry of Education
(MOE) headquarters, where he
worked on projects such as the
Uplifting Pupils in Life and In-
spiring Families Taskforce. 

“I learnt a lot more about the
challenges that disadvantaged
students face coming to school,”
said Mr Gan, who is one of this
year’s six recipients of the Out-
standing Youth in Education
Award. 

The national award is given by
MOE to recognise young teachers
for their achievements and pas-
sion. This year’s winners were

chosen out of 1,488 teachers from
241 schools. 

Mr Gan opted to teach at a pri-
mary school after his stint at the
HQ. “I wanted to help children at
an earlier age – for example, by
establishing better school-going
routines before secondary school
– and work with families who are
still invested in their children’s
lives,” he said. 

“I was also interested in seeing
how younger children learn,”
added the father of a five-year-
old son.

In 2022, he started an after-
school engagement programme
called Sandbox, together with
colleagues from the physical edu-
cation and aesthetics department
at Gan Eng Seng Primary. 

The aim, he said, is to engage
pupils, many of whom come from
disadvantaged backgrounds,
through activities like go-karting
and bowling. Students from the
SMU Sports Union were roped in
to join the sessions regularly to
befriend the pupils. 

Mr Gan started another pro-
gramme in 2022 to support disad-

vantaged pupils in adjusting to
school life, especially after they
have been absent for a while. 

“We realised that they can’t just
plug straight into the busy school
life,” he said. 

The programme, known as Soar
(Scaffolding Opportunities to
Achieve Readiness), provides
one-to-one academic support for
these pupils, who also have a
mentor – a teacher or school

counsellor – who checks in on
them regularly and helps keep
track of their attendance. 

“We give each pupil an individ-
ualised physical calendar to mon-
itor their own attendance and
this gives them more ownership
as they can see how many school
days they miss out,” said Mr Gan. 

“For some pupils, we tell them
to come back to school for three
hours, for a start, until they can
manage a full day.” 

While teaching is rewarding, it
can be tiring, he said. 

“The days are long, and teach-
ing is a very people-centred pro-
fession; we have to constantly en-
gage students, parents and other
partners. It’s also an exercise in
prioritisation – sometimes we
can get stressed over certain ele-
ments or activities when they do
not have any direct impact on our
objectives.” 

Mr Gan added: “I see many
teachers who are deeply passion-
ate about their work and I’m con-
fident that more younger teach-
ers will step up.”
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He starts initiatives to engage pupils, tackle absenteeism

Mr Benjamin Gan, a teacher at Gan Eng Seng Primary School, started an after-school engagement programme with his colleagues in 2022 to engage pupils via
activities like go-karting and bowling. He is also behind a programme that supports disadvantaged pupils in adjusting to school life. ST PHOTO: JASON QUAH

A BENEFICIARY HIMSELF

I was a quiet and reserved
student, but I had
teachers who took the
trouble to get to know me
better and gave me
opportunities to grow.

”MR BENJAMIN GAN, one of six
recipients of the Outstanding Youth
in Education Award this year.


