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Introduction
How does an organization ensure practices which
succeed are handed on to the next generation of leaders?
How does one ensure the best strategies or solutions are
selected, improved on and then handed on? How is that
body of skill to be passed on to the new leaders?  These
were questions which some of us, who were involved in
the training of educational administrators in Singapore,
grappled with when we conceptualized the Diploma in
Educational Administration (DEA) programme in 1984.

We decided then that the programme should place heavy
emphasis on the practical aspects. We decided, too, that
we would adopt a structured mentoring scheme, whereby
participants will be attached to a mentor who will be
carefully selected by the Ministry of Education. (Thus far,
the Ministry of Education has selected high-performing
principals to act as mentors. Participants are attached to
their mentors for eight weeks.)

To check if the system has benefited from the mentoring
scheme introduced in 1984 as part of the DEA
programme, we sent out a questionnaire to all mentors
who were involved in our programme. This report is
based on a content analysis of responses from 36 high-
performing school principals who were mentors to
participants in the DEA programme. In this article we
present responses to one question of a 25 open-ended
questionnaire. We ask mentors this question:

Do you feel that the Singapore Educational system, as a
whole, has benefited from the mentor/protégé programme?
Yes/No. Please explain.

Content analysis was done based on responses from 33
mentors who responded in the positive and also answered
the second part of the question.

Many of the mentors mentioned personal benefits such as
enhanced status among other principals and among
teachers in their schools. (In the local context, it is an
honour to be selected as a mentor.) But does the system
benefit? Besides ensuring that a group of effective, high-
performing principals are passing on their skills to
novices and not taking with them all their experience and
expertise when they retire, how has the education system
in Singapore benefited?

Findings
One of the most common themes which emerged was that
of reciprocal learning. We were pleasantly surprised to
note that more than half of the mentors reported the
benefits they derived from mentoring potential
principals. To one, “every encounter with the protégé is a
learning experience”. Other mentors noted that:

The protégés force me to reflect. They keep bugging me for
the rationale of why I did what I did. Often I have to stop and
think, yes, just why did I do it? And this is extremely good
for they keep me on my toes. I have to re-examine my
philosophies.

I was awed by the importance and responsibility of the role
I have to play – that of being an Elijah to an Elisha. I realise
that if I am a good, successful leader I should be able to lead
another to the same position … I should not stand on
ceremony with her or show her only what is supposed to be
seen, but she must be involved and know everything that’s
going on … the good, the bad and the ugly. I began to share
hopes, frustrations, challenges, fears and visions and “high
feelings”. In sharing I benefited – I stepped out of my own
shoes and looked at myself objectively and tried to improve
in the weak areas.

Most mentors set aside time each day to meet with their
protégés, who used this time to question and to clarify.
This time was rated as most beneficial to both parties.
For the mentors, it forces them to become more reflective
and at times to refocus.

The educational system in Singapore thus benefits to
some extent in that, through the scheme, the high
performing principals were able to develop their
knowledge, sharpen their skills and become more aware
of their actions. It helps to update their knowledge for
they draw on the more recent theoretical knowledge
acquired by their protégés. When protégés shared the
theories behind the practice, mentors were able to update.
Thus, while one upgrades, the other updates. In short,
they broadened their own knowledge base. On a wider
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context, this programme can be seen as an in-service
vehicle for improving the professional development of
practising principals.

So, while helping to train others in the system, mentors
learn through helping others to learn, as illustrated by the
mentor’s perception that both mentors and protégés
“learn, develop and grow together”. Through helping
others in the system to learn, practitioners can keep
improving on the job. There is collaborative learning.
While mentors learn from protégés who willingly lend
them readings/notes which lecturers in the programme
gave to them, protégés report important learning from
the attachment.

The learning which protégés picked up from the mentors
in eight weeks is something they cannot acquire in lecture
rooms. Roleplaying, simulation exercises can go only so
far; they need to see the real situation and be involved in
the conflicts, the tensions, to appreciate what
management is all about. A protégé said:

I was only there for eight weeks and I must say those eight
weeks were the single most important learning experience
for me in the Diploma in Educational Administration
programme. The practical experience gave me the
opportunity to be immersed in real life encounters with
people ... I had the opportunity to examine my own values;
and critically assess whether I was ready intellectually and
emotionally to take on the awesome responsibility of a
school principal. My mentor played a crucial role in helping
me  to answer these questions. The close relationship we
enjoyed and her frankness in sharing her thoughts and
experience guided me and helped me to have valuable
insights into the nature of my future role. I have, by
interacting with her and observing her, developed a
philosophy of management which I can now use from the
start. I learned from my mentor who worked so hard at
closing the gap between what is and what ought to be.

Both mentors and protégés learned from the mentoring
process. While the mentors felt a great sense of
responsibility to impart what she knows to the protégé,
the latter, on the other hand, felt the need to “sponge” up
all that is to be learned while attached to the mentor. It is
no wonder that mentoring has been found to lead to
increased performance and productivity of both mentors
and protégés[1]. Indeed the relationship is “mutually
enhancing”[2].

Besides mentoring being a learning, updating experience
for mentors, what is often missed out could be the fact
that it can be a real motivator to be selected as a mentor.
Their selection as mentors is a form of recognition given
by their employers. The system thus benefits from their
enthusiasm and motivation.

Aside from the increase in status among staff, the idea of
having a “disciple” shadowing them and being so

appreciative of all that is “doled” out to them can be
gratifying to some. As one noted:

I acquire the sense of bewilderment often manifested by my
mentees. They often wondered why some things can be done
here and not elsewhere. What they miss is that principals
make a difference. This sense of “bewilderment” is very
invigorating to a principal, who often feels unappreciated by
the Ministry of Education and society at large. It gives the
principal a sense of wellbeing and is very rejuvenating.

The system benefits further in that there is a pool of
trained administrators ready to take on the task. Not only
is this pool of potential principals in theoretical
knowledge but also through the eight weeks of
questioning and learning from mentors, the period
allowed them consciously to tie theory to practice in the
schools.

However, for the protégé to learn, he/she cannot be a
passive observer. In the Singapore mentoring system, the
protégé becomes involved in the affairs of the mentor’s
school. In the eighth and last week of the practical
training, protégés actually run the school. They sit in the
mentor’s office and deal with all affairs of the school.

Through the mentoring scheme, these future principals
have the advantage of being given a chance to be on the
spot as a principal, and yet not be held accountable for the
actions – a very personal experience given to the protégés
of risk-taking behaviour demonstrated by, and at the
expense of, their mentors. Indeed the mentoring process
like those in the West[3,4] benefits both the mentors and
their protégés. A mentor noted:

I would certainly have avoided the mistakes I made in my
first year as principal had I been given the opportunity to
learn this way ... a lot of things cannot be learned from
textbooks.

Thus future principals in the Singapore system should be
more professional and be more effective principals for
they have the benefit of learning and working so closely
with a high-performing principal, their mentor. As stated
earlier, these mentors have been carefully selected by the
Ministry of Education which means they are seen as fit to
help “pass on the baton”. In this way, the status of the
profession will be improved.

Finally through the mentoring scheme, we have been able
to tap the strengths and resources of different
administrators with their unique abilities, thus giving our
Diploma in Educational Administration programme
more credibility. Mentors suggested that the following
took place in the mentoring scheme:

● Mentors who have learned through trials and
errors can help their protégés avoid pitfalls.

● Mentors can give protégés practical experience.
● Mentors can prepare protégés for the demanding

jobs of the principal.
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● Mentors can show protégés how to head schools.
● Mentors can help protégés to be more practical,

adaptable and effective to meet the challenges of
principalship.

In this way, future principals who have the benefit of the
Diploma of Educational Administration programme
which is both practical, as well as theoretical, will be more
confident, more prepared and ready to take on
principalship. The Ministry of Education will have no
fears that tertiary institutions are training administrators
who do not fit into the system because they have only
theoretical knowledge. Our graduates are well-rounded
and this is, in the main, because of the mentoring scheme
and the generosity of the mentors in giving their utmost
to help in the preparation of future principals for the
system. Future principals, through the programme, will
be better equipped, informed and prepared to assume the
post of principalship.

These mentors have collaborated with the lecturers from
the Institute. They know they have the expertise, they
know what is happening in schools, what is demanded of
principals and they know their expertise can and should
complement the expertise of the lecturers of the Institute.
This collaborative approach works well in the
programme we have outlined in this article.

Conclusion
The findings in our research appear to show that the
system does benefit from the mentoring scheme. There is
a possibility of systemic renewal. There is also that of a
systemic repeat, i.e. ensuring practices which work, which
are good, are retained and taught to the next generation of

leaders. This programme has been operating for nine
years now and we are only beginning to understand its
intricacies. We know it works but we now need to gain
further understanding of why it works and how we can
improve it for future participants.
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