
  
Title School leadership in Singapore: Changes and challenges during COVID-19 

pandemic 
Author(s) Zoe Boon 
  
 
Copyright © 2021 The Author 
 
 
This is the PowerPoint slides of the following conference presentation:  
 
Boon, Z. (2021, October 29). School leadership in Singapore: Changes and challenges 

during COVID-19 pandemic [Keynote address] [PowerPoint slides]. Slides presented 

at the 2021 International Conference: Changes and Challenges Encountered in the 

Development of Education Globally in the Post-COVID-19 Era, Taiwan. 



School leadership in Singapore: 

Changes and Challenges during COVID-19 pandemic

29 Oct 2021

9.00 am to 10.40 am

Dr Zoe Boon

2021 International Conference: 
Changes and Challenges Encountered in the Development of Education 

Globally in the Post-COVID-19 Era



Source: The Straits Times
ST 12 Oct  2021

What do you 
see in this 
photography?

What comes to 
mind?

How does it 
make you feel?



Theoretical Framework & Outline of Presentation

Global COVID-19 Pandemic       Endemic

New Norms – Social distancing, masks 
on, curtailed activities

Community – Doing things with family 
and friends (eat out, play outdoors, 
leisure, shopping, etc)

School – Friends, teachers, school 
leaders, other significant adults

Family – work & study from home 

Student – Our focus



COVID-19: Global pandemic



ST 7 Aug 2021

❖ Learning interrupted
❖ Businesses affected
❖ Loss of jobs
❖ Social interactions disrupted





https://youtu.be/_ItkYhFiGBI

Tired of constant changes in restrictions
Lack of a normal life
Virus will still be around  -- personal responsibility

https://youtu.be/_ItkYhFiGBI




COVID-19 in Singapore





COVID-19 Alphabet Soup



ST 17 Aug 2021

ST 2 Oct 2021



Stabilising Phase (ST 20 Sept 2021) 

ST 24 Sept 2021



ST 25 Sept 2021

SAF personnel support in handling MOH Hotlines

ST 30 Sept 2021



ST 10 Oct 2021



Impact of COVID-19 in Singapore



MENTAL HEALTH RESILIENCE SURVEY ON COVID-19
Survey by National University Health System’s Mind Science Centre (3,256 responses, conducted in May 2020)

Possible factors include:

▪ social isolation during the circuit breaker

▪ uncertainty of the duration of the pandemic

▪ the resulting economic impact and news of a recession

Key results:

61 per cent of those working from home reported feeling stressed, compared with 53 per cent of front liners.

Women (61.3 per cent) are more likely to report being stressed at work and at home, compared to men(49.7 per 
cent). .

On a positive note, most of the respondents said they found work manageable and generally felt well-supported at 
home and at work

Impact on mental health is more strongly felt by young people, working women and those working from home.

Women tending to hold more conventional “domestic leadership”. The added responsibilities when they are
working from home culminates in a higher level of stress and anxiety.

https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/health/more-work-from-homers-
feel-stressed-than-front-line-workers-singapore-survey-on



ST 25 Aug 2021

According to findings from a study by Institute of Mental Health, over one in 
10 reported symptoms of anxiety or depression during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The Singapore Mental Health Study (2016) found that one in 7 
people lived with a mental health condition. A survey by National Council of 
Social Services showed that five in 10 respondents were not willing to live 
near or work with a person with a mental health condition. 

9 Sept 2018

https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/health/13-had-symptoms-of-anxiety-or-depression-amid-pandemic-imh
https://www.imh.com.sg/uploadedFiles/Newsroom/News_Releases/SMHS%202016_Media%20Release_FINAL_web%20upload.pdf
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/many-still-steer-clear-of-people-with-mental-illness-poll


ST 1 Oct 2021

Impact of Covid  

ST 27 Sept 2021



ST 24 Sept 2021

ST 11 Oct 2021
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Impact of COVID-19 in Singapore Schools



Stabilising Phase (ST 20 Sept 2021) 

ST 27 Sept 2021

Late January 2020 – COVID-
19 cases imported.

“Circuit Breaker”  from 7 
April to 4 May 2020, 
extended to 1 June 2020.

Except for essential 
services, workplaces were 
closed.

Schools moved to full 
home-based learning.

Safe Management 
Measures, physical 
distancing, masks on.



COVID-19 – the great disruptor in education:

Before COVID-19 

• Teacher-student rapport possible in 
face-to-face interactions in school 
and class

• More focused when teaching and 
learning takes place in school 
settings

• Outdoor and experiential learning 
is possible and authentic e.g. 
laboratory and workshop lessons, 
sports and games, performing arts, 
school celebrations, camps and 
enrichment programmes

During COVID-19 pandemic

• Teacher-student engagement a great 
challenge when teaching online

• Online, blended teaching and 
learning distracted by 

➢Home environment

➢Technological challenges

• Significant curbs in learning and 
social interactions through physical 
activities and experiential learning–
E.g. Sports and games, camps, 
aesthetics, learning journeys, etc.



ST 27 Sept 2021

ST 8 Oct 2021

Curriculum 
Recovery



ST 17 Sept 2021

A study shows that children up to the age of six 
from rental flats spend four hours and 28 minutes 
a week on electronic devices – almost four times 
the one hour and 12 minutes for those in condos 
and landed property



Uplift Video
https://www.moe.gov.sg/microsites/cos2020/education-as-an-
uplifting-force.html

https://youtu.be/wVgxNlouXIA

(ST 11 Sept 2021)

https://www.moe.gov.sg/microsites/cos2020/education-as-an-uplifting-force.html


School – Home --Community Partnership: Education 
as an Uplifting Force:

https://www.moe.gov.sg/microsites/cos2021/uplifting-force.html

https://youtu.be/wVgxNlouXIA

https://www.moe.gov.sg/microsites/c
os2020/education-as-an-uplifting-
force.html

By connecting more with families, 
schools can understand deeply 
the interest and characters of the 
students they teach and 
empathise with the needs of 
families.



Impact of Covid-19 on children

ST 18 Sept 2020





ST 11 Oct 2021



COVID-19 

and 

School Leadership in Singapore



School Leadership in Singapore Schools

Singapore principals are vested with the important 
responsibility “to mould the future of our nation by 
moulding the people who will determine our future” 
(MOE, 2020). 

School Principals as leaders of future-ready learners in 
the 21st C



https://drive.google.com/file/d/1L82c_TMEDrQ2nx57Nw6fOCSZ4V9BMPIO/view

Designing the Future of Educational Leadership

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1L82c_TMEDrQ2nx57Nw6fOCSZ4V9BMPIO/view




SCENARIO 1

Formal education in greater numbers 

in a system with strong schools and 

classrooms

Modernised with digital technology

Use fine-grained data systems

for better planning and more effective 

teaching

SCENARIO 2

Parents and the community took 

center stage in educating citizens and 

students 

Families could choose between a wide 

range of alternatives from a variety of 

providers and platforms –

• public and private, 

• on and offline

• in schools and at home 

• in community centres and the 

workplace 

SCENARIO 3

A school where:

Students took their own initiatives

Students set their goals together with peers

and teachers

Experimentation and collaboration

beyond grades and classrooms were the norm

Education took place across a wide network

of educational spaces involving the broader 

community

SCENARIO 4

No more schools at all

Technology blurred the lines between 

education, work and leisure

Learn anytime anywhere

Driven by curiosity and 

the need to connect learners with one 

another.

Four 
OECD 
Scenarios:



What does research say about school 
leadership in the Singapore education 
system for future-ready learners in the 
21st C?



Concept of “Future Readiness”

1) Looking to the future, change is (mostly) an inevitable constant.

• So, how can one ever be “ready” for a changing/VUCA future?

• How far ahead does this “future” refer to?

2) Teachers are key to  a “future-ready” generation.

• So, how do school leaders prepare teachers to be “future-ready”?

• What does the spirit of “readiness” for the future look like?



Singapore: Driving Forces in the next 20 years? 
(Centre for Strategic Futures -- www.csf.sg)

What will the operating environment look like?

Technology – Digital, AI, blockchain, IOT, quantum computing, human 
augmentation/substitution technologies, e.g. robotics, autonomous vehicles

Economic – Ready with relevant skill-sets for jobs of the future, new work 
arrangements, worklife, aspirations, drive to be innovative, competitive

Social – Lifestyle, virtual space, work-home space, diversity and  
segmentations

Global environment -- Geo-political, socio-political issues,  demographics –
shrinking workforce and  ageing population, climate change affecting water, 
energy, food supplies

Be prepared: unexpected disruptions (e.g. COVID-19)



Wong, C. P. & Ng, D. (2021). The roles of school leaders in developing future-ready learners: the 

case of Singapore.  International Journal of Educational Management, Vol. 35 No. 1, pp. 249 – 269. 



What Research Says
Aim of research

To better understand:

➢ How the recent education reforms in the Singapore education system impact on the role of school leaders as 
“leader of future-ready learners in the 21st C”

➢ The knowledge, competencies, skills that will be helpful as a leader of future-ready learners in the 21st C

Methodology

A qualitative methodology is deployed to elicit responses from 26 aspiring school leaders (vice-principals) in 
2020.  Data is collected through structured questionnaire at the beginning of the Leaders in Education 
Programme, a seven-month milestone training programme for aspiring school leaders. 

Two key questions:

I) Looking ahead, how will your role change compared to what you have been doing as a “leader of future-
ready learners in the 21st C”?

II) What are the knowledge, competencies, skills that will be helpful to you as a leader of future-ready learners 
in the 21st C?



Findings:

I) Looking ahead, how will your role change compared to what you have been doing as a “leader of future-ready learners in the 
21st C”?

a) Learner-focused: 

Primary schools – basic skills, values, identity -- “…right foundation of skills and the right values…. will help them to navigate the future no matter what the 
future will be”.

“ground them more on values & citizenry especially in the rapid world of technological advancements”.

“develop their identity and teaching them how to make right choices is critical.”

“Being able to better facilitate and support the way learners learn.”

“Stretching the learning platforms beyond the current "low" risk platforms to the academic areas. Determining new areas of focus for the students.”

“Understanding what learners need and building capacity for beyond school”

“Giving students a voice” – previously top-down

“… our focus in ensuring their mental wellbeing”.



b) Teacher preparation

“Looking ahead, I will need to empower my teachers with curriculum 
design principles and knowledge of the key global trends which 
impact teaching and learning processes …”

“In light of COVID-19, education and learning has taken on a new 
meaning. I see my role as riding on the wave of changes and 
adaptations that teachers have to go through to create and sustain 
new culture of learning (e.g. blended learning). I also see my role as 
having to recast what professional development for teachers will be 
like.” 

“…to better support my staff in understanding and embracing 
change.”

“….empower our teachers and students to respond quickly to the 
VUCA world & the unexpected complexities that lie ahead. …”



II) What are the knowledge, competencies, skills that will be helpful 
to you as a leader of future-ready learners in the 21st C?

“Be an early adopter (not of fads). That state of being an early 
adopter suggests agility and nimbleness.”

“Our leadership needs to more deliberate and intentional in creating 
more opportunities for students to be equipped and developed in the 
relevant skills needed in the future.”

“Nurture, incubate and catalyse strong relationships and social skills 
in the school.”



Findings: Knowledge, Competencies and skills of School Leaders

External scan:

“Understanding the national and international development”

“Being aware and connected to perking issues and trends”

“Knowledge of global trends that impact teaching and learning”

“Futuring and Foresight”



Findings: Knowledge, Competencies and skills of School Leaders

Understand the Learners:

“Know the learner profile/ skills, values, learning dispositions needed for learners to be 
future-ready.”

“Knowledge on how to develop student's values”

“Understanding what the learners need to be future-ready learners in the 21st C.”

“Understanding how the new generation think and learn; and their sources of motivation 
and priorities”

“Deep knowledge of the learners as individuals”

“How to concretize the learning of soft skills in the students”



Findings: Knowledge, Competencies and skills of School Leaders

Field of educational leadership - theories (latest)/understanding of 
complexities/ Knowledge of competencies needed for a leader in the 21st 
century.

“Knowledge of the competencies of a leader in the 21st C”

“Core skills and dispositions required that of 21st C”

“Being values and mission-driven”

“One can never own all the knowledge in the world. To be able to network, 
valuing co-creation”



Leaders of Future-ready learners in the 
Singapore Education System: 

Implications for a “Future-ready” School 
LEADER



Implications for a “Future-ready” School LEADER
Long-term view – Lifelong learner, Life-deep, Life-wide, Life-wise  (Ng, D. Wong, & 
Liu, 2021; Kwek, D., Hung, D., Koh, T.S., & Tan, J. 2017)

Educational imperatives – Learner-focused: Beyond academic, citizenship, character, 
holistic development (DOE, 21st C competencies). Teachers are key.

Awareness of Self – Clarity in identity, True North beliefs and values, horizontal and 
vertical growth (Petrie, 2018; Kagen & Lahey, 2016)

Dispositions -- Mindsets of openness, adaptability, agility, creativity, capacity for 
ambiguity, uncertainty, contradictions, empathy. Values-based leadership, mission-
driven.

External leverages – Build on partnerships, networks, connectivity to enhance 
leadership competencies (KSA).

Role expectation – Sense-maker, Inspirer, Stabilizer in turbulence, Change leader, 
Culture-builder 



Changes, Challenges and 
Opportunities 

for School Leaders 
in the post-COVID-19 era



Changes, Challenges & Opportunities for School 
Leaders in the post-COVID-19 era:

➢COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated some moves.

➢A time to reflect, re-think, re-evaluate, re-imagine, re-set.

➢Re-examine the “WHY” and “WHAT” of learning

➢Timelessness & Timeliness (Ng, 2017, 2020) 



COVID-19 pandemic: Time 
to reset priorities

• Dignity, compassion, leisure –
three pillars of a more humane 
ethos.

• Work to flourish, not languish



Timeless Constants (even in turbulent times)

❖Mission of education

❖Focus on student learning – Future-ready learners

❖Role of teachers

❖Character and Citizenship Education – Values 
education, Context & issues

❖Quality of relationships – home, school, community

❖Well-being & Joy of learning



Timely change (to keep up, stay ahead of the curve)

What does a New Education Narrative (Hannon & MacKay, 2021) look 
like?

Diversifying definitions of success

Education for All – No one left behind

Multiple pathways

Direction School Admission

New PSLE Scoring System



Timely change (to keep up, stay ahead of the curve)

Beliefs and Philosophy of education –

COVID-19: Meaning and purpose of Education & Knowledge

COVID-19: Blended Learning, Home-based learning, online learning

Differentiated Instruction

Full Subject-Based Banding

Pedagogical approaches

Cross-boundary learning

Learning spaces 

Teacher Agency

Student Agency





Timely change (to keep up, stay ahead of the curve)

SkillsFuture

Future-readiness

Lifelong learning

Use of technology & role of the teacher, e.g. SLS, Artificial 
Intelligence

Ageing population

Environmental issues -- climate change



Potential of the use of Artificial Intelligence in Education

Teaching & Learning:

• Assessment (Pilot -- Automarking System, grammar error correction, Maths)

• Search engine

• Learning tool

• Possible adaptive and personalization of learning 

School Management and Leadership

Management by algorithm possible in a closed system:

• Stability and order are preferred over change, eg AI can be used as a tool, advisor 
and manager for routine and repetitive administrative tasks

• More reactive and cautious than innovative

• Approaches are methodical and conservative

• Focus on organizing staff 

• Greater control for problem solving



However, Leadership is required in a VUCA 
environment which is an open system:
Leadership requires different abilities:
• AI and humans don’t share similar abilities
• Cannot replicate leadership – Leaders as 

authentic human beings  --
➢Deals with uncertainty, ambiguity and  

change
➢Adapts to Culture & Context 
➢Soft skills -- Empathy, emotional intelligence, 

connections, intuition
➢Imagination, curious, critical thinking 
➢Ethical judgements

Potential of the use of Artificial Intelligence in Education



Concluding thoughts



OECD Future of Education and Skills 2030 project

How can we prepare students for jobs that have not yet been 
created, to tackle societal challenges that we can’t yet imagine, 
and to use technologies that have not yet been invented? 

How can we equip them to thrive in an interconnected world 
where they need to understand and appreciate different 
perspectives and world views, interact respectfully with others, 
and take responsible action towards sustainability and collective 
well-being?

https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/about/

https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/about/












Discussions

Thank you for your 
participation ☺
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