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Abstract:  The 21st century marked the beginning of a new era.  It is a time for 

not only celebration, but also for self-reflection.  Singapore’s leaders 
alerted Singaporeans about the new challenges and new opportunities that 
are available during this period of time.  Leaders of education also echo 
this message.  The question underlying the message is: “What challenges 
face the age-old profession of teaching in this new period of human 
existence?”  The purpose of this paper is to present some key findings of a 
pilot study that look at the challenges of the teaching profession from the 
teachers’ perspective.  A total of 51 teachers took part in this study.  Their 
age ranged from 31 years to 58 years (mean = 48.78 years).  Their mean 
teaching experience is 27.74 years. When the respondents were asked to 
name and rank three top challenges facing teachers in the 21st century, they 
mentioned issues like information technology, upgrading, workload, roles 
and attitudes of teachers, creative and critical thinking skills, etc.  
Limitations and implications of the study were also discussed.  

 
Introduction 
The 21st century marked the beginning of a new era.  It is a time for not only celebration, 
but also for self-reflection.  Given the progress made in educational research and other 
related areas (e.g., technology), there is a need to prioritise the education agenda for the 
21st century, as there are much more possibilities and choices for educational reform 
during this period in comparison to other periods of humankind. 

 
In the formulation of educational policies, the focus usually is on the students’ 
needs/concerns or those of society/state, and lesser on the teachers’ needs/concerns.  But 
the needs and concerns of all parties are actually intricately intertwined.  When teachers’ 
needs and concerns are not being looked into, it can often result in teacher stress and 
possibly even teacher burnout, which in turn produced other adverse consequences.  For 
example, Rudow (1999) identified at least six possible consequences associated with 
teacher stress and burnout, namely, frequent sickness rate, high absence rate, high 
retirement rate, impaired performance, increased negative mood states, and impaired 
social behaviour. 

 
If we are interested in understanding the needs and concerns of the teachers, we can 
approach it from different ways.  A typical way is to survey the teachers using items 
generated by experts from the field of education.  Another way is to ask the teachers 
themselves about their opinion concerning their needs and concerns.  And this study uses 
the latter approach, namely asking the teachers to respond to the question themselves: 
“What are the three top challenges for teachers in the 21st century?” 



 

 263 

 
The word “challenge” is defined as “a demanding task, that calls for special effort or 
dedication” (Webster, 1988). And the word was chosen intentionally to focus 
participants’ responses to those tasks that they think will be demanding to teachers in the 
new century.  At the same time, the author felt that the word “challenge” also 
encompassed those needs and concerns of teachers that are of highest intensity or 
valence, in terms of importance and urgency. 
 

Method 
Participants 
Participants were recruited from teachers who were attending courses at the National 
Institute of Education.  The sample consisted of 40 female (78.40%) and 11 male 
(21.60%) primary school teachers.  Their age ranged from 31 years to 58 years (M = 
48.78; SD = 7.10).  Their years of teaching experience ranged from 3 years to 40 years 
(M = 27.74; SD = 10.06). 
 
Procedure 
Participants were asked to list and rank three top challenges for teachers in the 21st 
century, in their own words.  Then they were required to rate each challenge in terms of 
importance (1 = extremely unimportant; 2 = unimportant; 3 = slightly unimportant; 4 = 
slightly important; 5 = important; 6 = extremely important) and urgency (1 = extremely 
not urgent; 2 = not urgent; 3 = slightly not urgent; 4 = slightly urgent; 5 = urgent; 6 = 
extremely urgent).  The importance and urgency distinction is based on the work of 
Covey, Merrill, & Merrill (1994).  The statements given by the participants for each of 
the challenge were then categorised based on similarity of the statements into different 
categories.  
 

Results 
Methods of Analysis 
The analyses were conducted along the three dimensions of importance valence, urgency 
valence, and content meaning. 

 
Analysis by Importance & Urgency 
Importance of Challenge 1.  Importance ratings obtained for challenge 1 ranged from 1 
(extremely unimportant) to 6 (extremely important) (M = 5.59; SD = .83). The mean of 
5.59 suggests that, on average, the responses given by the participants here were 
considered to be somewhere in-between important and extremely important.  The modal 
response here is 6 (n = 35; 68.6%), which means extremely important. 

 
Urgency of Challenge 1.  Urgency ratings obtained for challenge 1 ranged from 4 
(slightly urgent) to 6 (extremely urgent) (M = 5.22; SD = .55). The mean of 5.22 suggests 
that, on average, the responses given by the participants here were considered to be 
somewhere in-between urgent and extremely urgent. The modal response here is 5 (n = 
33; 64.7%), which means urgent.   
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Importance of Challenge 2.  Importance ratings obtained for challenge 2 ranged from 1 
(extremely unimportant) to 6 (extremely important) (M = 5.07; SD = .74).  The mean of 
5.07 suggests that, on average, the responses given by the participants here were 
considered to be important. The modal response here is 5 (n = 38; 74.5%), which means 
important. 

 
Urgency of Challenge 2.  Urgency ratings obtained for challenge 2 ranged from 4 
(slightly urgent) to 6 (extremely urgent) (M = 5.06; SD = .59). The mean of 5.06 suggests 
that, on average, the responses given by the participants here were considered to be 
urgent. The modal response here is 5 (n = 33; 64.7%), which means urgent.   

 
Importance of Challenge 3.  Importance ratings obtained for challenge 3 ranged from 2 
(unimportant) to 6 (extremely important) (M = 5.21; SD = .70).  The mean of 5.21 
suggests that, on average, the responses given by the participants here were considered to 
be somewhere in-between important and extremely important.  The modal response here 
is 5 (n = 32; 62.7%), which means important. 

 
Urgency of Challenge 3.  Urgency ratings obtained for challenge 3 ranged from 3 
(slightly not urgent) to 6 (extremely urgent) (M = 5.08; SD = .70). The mean of 5.08 
suggests that, on average, the responses given by the participants here were considered to 
be urgent. The modal response here is 5 (n = 29; 56.9%), which means urgent.   

 
Summary.  The ratings obtained in this study suggested that, on average, the three 
challenges listed by the participants are considered at least important as well as urgent. 

 
Analysis by Categories 
Challenge 1.  Statements from challenge 1 were categorised into 12 categories based on 
similarity of content (see Table 1).  As shown in Table 1, the category of information 
technology contains the most numerous responses (n = 23; 45.10%). 
 
Challenge 2.  Statements from challenge 2 were categorised into 20 categories based on 
similarity of content (see Table 2).  As shown in Table 2, the category of upgrading 
contains the most numerous responses (n = 10; 19.60%). 
 
Challenge 3.  Statements from challenge 3 were categorised into 20 categories based on 
similarity of content (see Table 3).  As shown in Table 3, the category of creative and 
critical thinking skills contains the most numerous responses (n = 8; 15.7%). 
 
Summary.  Based on the frequency of counts in each of the categories, the three top 
challenges for teachers in the 21st century, according to this group of 51 teachers, can be 
summarised as follows: 
 
(1) Information Technology; 
(2) Upgrading; and  
(3) Creative and Critical Thinking Skills. 
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Examining the frequency distribution of counts across the different categories for the 
three challenges, it is noted that there are different patterns of spread for each of the 
challenges.  For challenge 1, the counts seemed to cumulate mostly in the modal category 
(category that received the most counts) – almost 50% (n = 23; 45.10%).  This pattern, 
however, did not occur for challenge 2 (n = 10; 19.60%) and challenge 3 (n = 8; 15.7%).  
This suggested that there was more agreement among the participants for challenge 1 
rather than for challenges 2 and 3. 
 

Discussion 
Limitations 
Like many studies, this study has limitations that put constraints on its findings. One 
limitation is the fact that the sample is not randomly selected, which means the findings 
here cannot be taken to represent the views of all teachers in Singapore.  Therefore, the 
findings can only be considered as applicable to this group of participants. 

 
A second limitation is that some participants tend to be more specific and elaborate in 
their statements, while others tend to be more general and brief in their statements.  This 
adds to the difficulty in coding the responses or statements, thus decreasing the accuracy 
of the coding. 

 
Implications 
Implications for Educational Policies.  Due to space constraints, it is not possible to 
discuss the implications of all the challenges mentioned by the participants in this study.  
Therefore, it is hoped that the other challenges will be mentioned again somewhere else, 
in view of their importance to the education field. 

 
The results of the current study suggested three areas of concerns for teachers in this 
group, namely, information technology, upgrading, and creative and critical thinking 
skills.  It appears that all three concerns are related to Singapore’s government’s overall 
emphasis on the need for Singapore and its citizens to get prepared for the knowledge-
based economy in the 21st century (“Preparing people for challenges,” 1999; “IT policy 
for schools here is tops, says study,” 2000). 

 
For the information technology category, of those respondents who provided more 
detailed answers, many wrote that it is a challenge to master information technology for 
teaching, in terms of both knowledge and application.  And they felt that they needed 
more help and support to make use of the information technology in their teaching. Only 
a few respondents provided answers that suggest that they are concerned about students’ 
learning and usage of information technology.  Interestingly, one respondent wrote about 
the concern regarding the ability of teachers to counter the adverse influence of mass 
media and information technology on the students. 
 
For the upgrading category, the answers suggested that it is mainly a concern for the 
teachers themselves.  Teachers may have considered this as a challenge partly because of 
Ministry of Education requirement that in-service teachers need to clock at least 100 
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hours of professional development training a year (“Teachers, prepare for life-long 
upgrading,” 2000). 

 
Finally, for the creative and critical thinking skills category, the responses suggested that 
the answers primarily reflect the concerns for students in terms of acquiring and using 
creative and critical thinking skills.  The concerns apparently were related to 
government’s emphasis on “Thinking Schools, Learning Nation” (“Learning to succeed,” 
1997; “Thinking schools make a learning nation,” 1997). 
 
Overall, the pattern of participants’ responses mentioned above suggested that the 
concerns were related to Ministry of Education’s recently announced initiatives.  In fact, 
some of the respondents wrote that keeping up with the changes was a challenge, even 
though Ministry of Education reassured that the changes will be introduced slowly and 
support will be given to teachers to adapt to these changes (“Teachers will be led through 
changes,” 1998). 

 
Another implication of the present findings is for Ministry of Education to explore the 
possibility of doing an impact evaluation (Owen & Rogers, 1999) of the initiatives in 
addition to providing the teachers with the training, resources, and support.  The impact 
evaluation may serve a useful feedback loop for monitoring the needs and concerns of 
teachers, and thus tailoring any intervention, which may be warranted. 
 
Implications for Theory.  Having examined the specific responses by the different 
participants in this study, one conclusion that can be made is that in every challenge, 
there are at least three aspects to it.  First, the challenge may be based on the needs and 
concerns of the students.  Second, the challenge may be based on the needs and concerns 
of the participants themselves (i.e., teachers).  Finally, it may be based on the needs and 
concerns of others (e.g., superiors, state).  In conclusion, to study any challenge in the 
field of education, it is important to distinguish among the three following concerns: 
 
(1) Teacher-Based Concerns 
(2) Student-Based Concerns 
(3) Others-Based Concerns 
 
However, one needs to be cautious about the use of such classification system of 
concerns.  It is not wise to restrict oneself to the view that the different concerns do not 
affect each other.  In fact, the interesting questions may actually lie in the relations and 
interactions between different concerns. 
 
Implications for Future Research.  The results of this study showed that there is much 
work to be done in terms of understanding teachers’ concerns in teaching.  For example, 
researchers can use semi-structured interviews or focus groups to gather more detailed 
information about the three top concerns or challenges mentioned in this study.  
Moreover, after obtaining more details of teachers’ concerns, researchers can construct a 
questionnaire that can be used for other research that requires a measure of teachers’ 
concern. 
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Another area for future research may be the influence of the three different types of 
concerns on each other.  For example, one may want to know if the teachers’ concerns 
and attitudes about own learning and use of information technology influence their 
concerns and attitudes towards students’ learning and use of information technology. 

 
Conclusion 

This paper reviewed major key findings of a study on teachers’ concerns about challenges 
for the teaching profession in the 21st century.  Limitations of the study included 
sampling design and possible coding errors.  Implications for educational policies, theory, 
and future research were also discussed.  Finally, we can conclude that in any educational 
policy, it is important to consider the needs and concerns of all stakeholders, including 
teachers. 
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Table 1 
Categories of Challenge 1: Frequency and Examples 
 
Category Frequency Example 
Information Technology 
 
Upgrading 
 
Changes 
 
 
Students’ Attitudes & Values 
 
 
 
Teachers’ Work Attitudes & Values 
 
 
 
 
 
Creative/Critical Thinking Skills 
 
 
Workload 
 
 
Others’ Expectations 
 
Communication Skills 
 
National Education 
 
 
Pedagogy 
 
World Class Educational System 

23 
 
5 
 
4 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
3 
 
 
 
 
 
3 
 
 
3 
 
 
2 
 
1 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 
1 

Knowledge of IT; Usage of IT 
for teaching 
Lifelong learning; Up-to-date 
knowledge 
Changes in educational 
policies; Changes in 
profession 
Inculcating in students moral 
values; Moulding students’ 
attitudes towards education, 
etc.  
Change in mindset in new 
young teachers regarding 
teaching profession; To build 
a sense of pride in teachers as  
professionals; To foster & 
create a passion for teaching 
To achieve the government’s  
mission of a Thinking School, 
Learning Nation 
Heavy Workload; Not Enough 
Time; Too Many 
Responsibilities 
Meeting the expectations of  
MOE, principal, & parents 
Teachers to be given more  
training in interaction skills 
To instil in pupils the 
importance  
of National Education 
Classroom management for  
new teachers 
Dispensing a World Class 
Educational System 
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Table 2 
Categories of Challenge 2: Frequency and Examples 
 
Category Frequency Example 
Upgrading   
 
 
 
Information Technology 
 
 
Creative/Critical Thinking Skills 
 
Changes 
 
 
National Education 
 
 
Networking 
Students’ Attitudes & Values 
 
Students’ Mental Health 
 
Teachers’ Work Attitudes & Values 
 
Workload 
 
Adverse Influences on Students 
 
Caring Society    
Compulsory Education 
 
Others’ Expectations 
Project Work 
Pedagogy 
Students’ Knowledge & Skills 
 
Teachers’ Turnover 
 
Teamwork 
Widening Gap between Better & Weaker 
Students 
 

10 
 
 
 
8 
 
 
7 
 
3 
 
 
3 
 
 
2 
2 
 
2 
 
2 
 
2 
 
1 
 
1 
1 
 
1 
1 
1 
1 
 
1 
 
1 
1 
 
 

Continual upgrading & 
learning; To stay attuned to 
latest developments pertaining 
to education 
To incorporate IT in lessons; 
Teachers to be more IT 
competent 
To cultivate creative/critical 
thinking skills in students 
The changes of teaching 
contents; Willingness to take 
on new and unfamiliar tasks 
Instilling in students the 
importance of National 
Education 
Networking 
To get the students to have a 
passion for learning 
Learning to handle children 
from single parents’ homes 
To nurture important values in 
our young teachers 
Additional responsibilities 
added to a heavy workload 
To counter mass media 
influence on our young 
To build a more caring society 
Compulsory pre-school and 
primary school education 
High expectations of parents 
Interdisciplinary project work 
Techniques in teaching 
Prepare students for 
globalisation 
The willpower to stay on as a 
teacher 
The need to work as a team 
The gap between our better 
and weaker students is 
widening 
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Table 3 
Categories of Challenge 3: Frequency and Examples 
 
Category Frequency Example 
Creative/Critical Thinking Skills 
 
 
Human Relationships 
 
Upgrading 
 
Project Work 
Students’ Mental Health 
 
Changes 
 
Information Technology 
Students’ Attitudes & Values 
 
 
Communication Skills  
Management Skills 
 
 
National Education 
Pedagogy 
 
Students’ Knowledge & Skills 
 
 
Education Policies 
 
Trainee & Beginning Teachers 
 
Teachers’ Mental Health 
 
Teachers’ Role 
 
 
Teamwork 
 
Understanding Students 
 
Workload 
 

8 
 
 
5 
 
4 
 
4 
4 
 
3 
 
3 
3 
 
 
2 
2 
 
 
2 
2 
 
2 
 
 
1 
 
1 
 
1 
 
1 
 
 
1 
 
1 
 
1 

To train students to be more 
creative; Infusing thinking 
skills in lessons 
Relationships with heads, 
colleagues, and parents; 
Attending workshops/courses 
for upgrading 
Interdisciplinary project work 
Psychological well-being of 
students 
To be able to adapt to changes 
in the teaching profession 
Information technology 
Instil in our kids good moral 
values as these are fast 
eroding in our society 
Better communication skills 
Older principals need to be 
won over to embrace new up-
to-date management styles 
National Education 
Different teaching strategies 
and approaches 
To train pupils to continue 
learning even out of the 
classroom 
Implementation of education 
policies 
Mentoring young 
trainee/beginning teachers 
Teachers coping with stress 
and/or burnout 
Changing role of teacher – as 
a facilitator, mentor, 
counsellor, etc. 
Participation in work 
improvement teams 
To understand our children 
better 
Having to focus on NE, CIP, 
etc., besides academic subjects 
– time constraint 
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