
 

ISSN 2382-5855 

Advances in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, Vol.2, No.1, 2015 

56 

 

THE PROSPECT OF FUTURE SKILL DEVELOPMENT IN SINGAPORE 

Joyce TAN 

Institute for Adult Learning 

The recent announcements in Singapore on the SkillsFuture agenda, which is an 

amalgamation of both the recommendations of the Continuing Education and 

Training (CET) 2020 Masterplan and Applied Study of Polytechnic and ITE 

Review (ASPIRE) initiative (WDA, 2014), signal a concerted national move 

toward the building of relevant future skills in a rigorous and continuous manner 

for lifelong learning. It also assures that there is an overview of the kinds of skills 

that are more pertinent to the future.  Inadvertently, it leads to a larger question on 

how lifelong learning should be reconsidered from its current atomised provision. 

It further leads to questions surrounding the implications of the SkillsFuture 

agenda on lifelong learning policy development and practice, and what these 

skills, which are presumably relevant for the future, look like. This paper presents 

Singapore’s Continuing Education and Training (CET) Masterplan 2020 

initiatives and explores its implications for the building of future skills.     
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LIFELONG LEARNING: THE INTERNATIONAL DISCOURSE 

Several countries have embarked on life-long learning for its citizens since it results 

specifically in enhanced social inclusion (Edwards, Armstrong & Miller, 2001), active 

citizenship (Jarvis, 2009) and community development (Kilpatrick, Field & Falk, 2003). The 

importance given to lifelong learning was re-emphasized with the revised Strategy Europe 

2020 (Communication from the Commission, 2010). In Europe, policies on adult learning and 

education exist in most places as a result of the Memorandum of Lifelong Learning that was 

drawn up in 2002 (Borg & Mayo, 2005). Lifelong learning is also becoming a reality in 

Denmark, Iceland, Norway, Sweden and the United Kingdom (see Green, 2002; Kupiainen, 

Hautamäki & Karjalainen, 2009; UKCES, 2014). In Asia, several countries are beginning to 

develop systematic approaches to adult learning and education guided by a policy framework 

(Mok, 2006). For example, Philippines’ Alternative Learning System (Di Gropello, Tan & 

Tandon, 2010) and Thailand’s National Education Act (Fry, 2002) strive to make non-formal 

education more inclusive and integrated into lifelong learning.  

The Republic of Korea has implemented a lifelong education strategy to build a learning 

society where citizens may find adequate learning opportunities in any place and at any time 

of their choosing (NILE, 2013). Australia, Japan, the Republic of Korea and New Zealand 

(see De Ferranti, 2003; NILE, 2013; Mclnnis, Peacock, Catherwood & Brown 2006) are 

prioritising efforts to broaden the scope of continuing education at the tertiary level as they 

move into a more concerted and integrated skills development agenda (Hallinger, 1998). 

Likewise, Singapore is also moving in a similar direction. 

This article examines the strategic direction of CET in Singapore, further scanning the 

national skills future discourse from publicly available information, and considers what this 

means for training and development in Singapore. With the focus on CET practices, the paper 
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concludes with what CET professionals can expect and questions what this might entail for 

tertiary education providers.    

CET MASTERPLAN AGENDA 

In Singapore, the lifelong learning policy has evolved even though it has always been shaped 

by the needs of the future economy (Goh, 1998). Singapore’s approach to lifelong learning is 

as Kumar (2004) aptly observes, pragmatic and rational and is often used as one of the 

economic drivers by policy makers to enhance Singapore’s competitiveness. This view was 

also similarly held by Cheong, Wettasinghe and Murphy (2006, p.201) when they observed 

that Singapore’s perspective on the concept of lifelong learning is contingent on the need of 

the workforce to constantly learn new skills and adapt to new work conditions in shorter times 

so that it can keep up with or stay ahead of global trends.  

The national view of lifelong learning remains as an important means in facilitating national 

productivity and employability (Goh, 1998). The current strategy (through its SkillsFuture 

agenda) seeks to build resilience in individuals in order to help them get into the right kinds of 

jobs and to make the right kinds of decisions about their jobs (Shamugaratnam, 2014). It also 

acknowledges that learning may no longer be face-to-face within training rooms as 

workplace-based learning may be more relevant in ensuring that contextualised learning is 

afforded to workers within an authentic workplace environment.   

The emphasis on lifelong learning in Singapore is signalled by the launch of the 2014 

SkillsFuture agenda following the recommendations of the CET 2020 Masterplan (WDA, 

2014). With this broad agenda, the current paradigm of frontloading education in the first 20 

years of a person’s life will see a shift to a lifelong journey of learning for its citizens (Heng, 

2014). Underpinning the 2020 CET Masterplan vision is a drive toward a more holistic and 

integrated strategy to develop a career-resilient and future ready workforce.  This agenda is 

underpinned by an ethos of cherishing the knowledge and passion behind skill mastery, no 

matter what the job is, as it is a critical lever to drive Singapore’s progression 

(Shanmugaratnam, 2014). 

To realise the CET 2020 Masterplan, Singapore’s Workforce Development Agency (WDA) 

plans to strengthen its partnerships with employers, industry associations, unions and training 

organisations and for key initiatives to be rolled out (see Appendix). The initiatives include: 

 Increased involvement by employers in building and valuing skills 

 Improved delivery of education, training and career guidance 

 A wide range of high quality learning opportunities in a vibrant CET Ecosystem 

Increased Involvement by employers in building and valuing skills 

Working closely with key agencies, employers and unions, sector specific manpower and skill 

requirements over a period of five years will be identified. Further to this, a holistic package 

of measures will be outlined. They cover initiatives which allow stakeholders in different 

sectors to attract, develop and retain talents. Sectorial competency frameworks, which are 

built upon the existing Workforce Skills Qualification (WSQ) framework, will be introduced. 

This forms the basis of training programmes from pre-employment to CET programmes 
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offered by governmental agencies and higher education institutions. The sectorial competency 

framework serves as a guide to Human Resource professionals for planning career 

progressions while at the same time allowing individuals to deepen their skills in specific 

sectors. As an outreach to Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in Singapore, WDA will 

partner the Standards, Productivity and Innovation Board (SPRING) to offer manpower and 

training advisory support for SMEs to access schemes that address their manpower and skills 

needs: all of which signal a more calibrated effort to ensure that the right support is provided 

to the different stakeholder needs, and a greater alignment of skills development within 

sectors to meet the demands of the contemporary economy.   

Improved Delivery of Education, Training and Career Guidance 

To assist individuals in making informed choices regarding their career progression, an online 

education, training and career guidance portal will be developed for individuals to chart and 

review their education, training and career developments. This system further enables an 

individual to track their own learning trajectories, and provides a holistic overview of the life-

wide training and education choices that are available to them. In addition, a lifelong learning 

exploratory centre has been established at the Lifelong Learning Institute (LLI), one of two 

National CET campuses, for individuals to explore different learning pathways and deepen 

their knowledge of themselves through profiling tests and games. The number of career 

coaches will also be increased to provide support to the different segments of the workforce. 

These coaches’ competencies will be established more deliberately and set against 

international benchmarks so that there is intentional development of qualified career coaches, 

in order to raise the quality of career and education guidance services locally.  

Wide range of high quality learning opportunities in a vibrant CET Ecosystem 

More structured workplace-based learning will be introduced to complement institution-based 

learning. Conducted in authentic learning environments, trainees will be more equipped to 

work in industry. Over and above this initiative, WDA will introduce more blended learning 

courses and e-learning approaches for quality training. This is further complemented by an 

innovation laboratory (iN.LAB) which creates opportunities for collaboration and 

experimentation with innovative pedagogical approaches amongst CET partners and 

practitioners. 

Complementing the CET 2020 is the ASPIRE1 initiative in which polytechnic and Institute for 

Technical Education (ITE) students' strengths and interests are matched to applied education 

pathways so that they can maximise their potential through greater collaborations with 

industry. Given the international emphasis on the synergies between pre-employment and 

continuing education and training, the move is a progressive way forward. Having examined 

the CET 2020 initiatives and current emphasis, we now look at its implications for training 

and development. 

 

                                                      
1The Applied Study of Polytechnic and ITE Review (ASPIRE) Committee was tasked to further strengthen Singapore's 

applied education pathways and provide more opportunities for Singaporeans to realise their full potential and aspirations. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE SKILL DEVELOPMENT 

The implications of this latest development are far reaching. We are moving away from a 

period where lifelong learning discourse views skills as atomized and where lifelong learning 

exists in a skills deficit manner, ostensibly to help people move quickly into new jobs or up 

the corporate ladder. The agenda suggests better tuning of national workforce needs and 

alignment to both pre- and continuing education systems. CET becomes more integrated and 

holistic as there will be greater collaborations between the Pre-employment Training (PET) 

and CET systems. This is timely especially when research studies have shown that skill 

formation is a continuous process with skills acquired often in different ways, formally and 

informally and reconstituted through time, through reflexivity and re-positioning (Tan, 2013).  

Skill development will soon be contingent on and strongly aligned to the needs of emerging 

sectors and encompass tighter alignment between industries and employers. The needs of 

industry and the voices of employers will come to the fore. There will be greater consultation 

with industry in order to ensure that the future skills required meet industry demands. Hence, 

education and training will be developed with greater synergies to industry requirements 

where appropriate; and job-ready graduates are produced by the school system so that labour 

deficits are kept to a minimum. A stronger calibration of industry demands to the skill supply 

could be the means to a stronger economy since there will less likely be instances of skill 

mismatch or an oversupply of workers with non-relevant contemporary skillsets. 

Career guidance will become increasingly important and will need to move away from 

delivering advice specific to job opportunities and placement to providing counselling that 

will help identify the individual’s generic skill repertoire and support the process of 

reflexivity and re-contextualisation (Evans, Guile & Harris, 2010) instead.  Inherent in the 

development of a full system of guidance to help individuals make better choices in 

education, training and their careers, and promoting career development based on skills and 

mastery is also the assumption that an individual’s career resilience2will be sharpened. The 

training of individuals may soon take on the building of their personal agility and resilience to 

adapt and cope with changes so that they can continually acquire new skills and competencies 

for the contemporary workplace. As explained, it is likely that contemporary careers will see 

greater opportunities for occupational mobility and career transitions. Individual career 

choices will no longer be random since it is less likely that individuals will be unhappy about 

their career destinations as information on where the jobs and skills requirement presumably 

are will be readily available.   

Individuals will search for better work life balance, and gradually demand more flexibility in 

their careers, thereby challenging the conventional modes of employment. In response to this, 

we might see growth in collaborative business models and increasing project-based 

employment. Thus, fundamental business skills might soon be required. This could include 

organising, marketing, contract negotiation, and project management. For businesses and 

enterprises, there is an increased requirement for the ability to manage across networks and 

manage risk in volatile markets (UKCES, 2014). Therefore there will be an increased need for 

training in different skill sets to cope with demands across different business sectors. Indeed, 

as identified in a future of work report, the UK Commission for Employment and Skills 

(UKCES, 2014) predicts that there will be greater appetite for increasing agility and 

                                                      
2Career resilience is defined locally as the ability to adapt to changing contemporary circumstances; and a personal 

responsibility for own career management and for relying on self [or tapping on networks] to improve circumstances so as to 

build individual employability to manage the changing economy (Tan, 2013). 
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hybridisation of skills since there will be increasing movement between careers and across 

sectors. Correspondingly, there will be consequences for the roles that mentors and coaches 

play within workplaces (Tan, 2013). They will have to deliberately ensure the hybridisation of 

skills so that there is greater workplace productivity and performativity (Ball, 2003).  

Implicitly this may lead to the realisation that generic and essential skills function to guide the 

individual into a range of possible new jobs.  

Finally, the CET 2020 Masterplan signals a national recognition that learning could take on 

just-in-time or on-the-job models, therefore challenging how face-to-face training has 

traditionally been funded. Workplace learning opportunities will take on a new emphasis, 

such that face to face formal learning may not be the only means to information sharing and 

capability development. Instead, skill development may be derived directly from workplaces 

via on-the-job or workplace-based and even electronically-enabled training. Twenty-first 

century technological advancements and a high proliferation of smart mobile devices open up 

a wide array of possibilities for online or e-learning for adult learners. This has implications 

for adult educators in adapting to new pedagogies of learning, and in acquiring digital literacy 

skills required for the teaching of a specific discipline.  

With skills provision and development more greatly aligned to national productivity 

requirements through improved education and career guidance, we may soon move away from 

a situation of skills mismatch or over-education because the skill development of Singaporean 

workers would be better calibrated. Moving ahead, this will have an impact on how learning 

especially in the CET arena is conceived of and developed, and the ways in which learning in 

the workplace is positioned. 

 CONCLUSION 

The CET Masterplan has been positioned as demonstrating that the training of the labour 

force is one of the government’s top priorities to equip Singapore workers for the nation’s 

future. The government’s support for this lifelong learning lever totalled $3 billion in FY2008 

with predictions of a top up to $5 billion. The building of a highly skilled workforce of the 

future where it is envisioned that nearly 60% of the Singaporean workforce will have at least a 

diploma qualification by 2020 (MOM, 2008), and where Singaporeans are equipped with the 

skills for job opportunities in new growth industries, whether they are preparing for new jobs, 

switching careers or acquiring new skills for their jobs, are important priorities of the lifelong 

learning agenda. 

In order to achieve this objective, there are specific plans of the Institute for Adult Learning 

(IAL) a division of WDA, to improve the quality of local adult educators, to enable the 

integration of curriculum and training, and for innovation in learning to be given top 

priorities. Opportunities for CET professionals to be supported in their professional 

development and exposure to technology enabled learning will take centre stage in the next 

wave of CET practice. The incubation and experimentation of technological innovation will 

allow CET professionals to explore this space and embrace the transformation that such 

technologies bring to their own practice.  

Indeed, as highlighted earlier, Singapore’s approach to lifelong learning is pragmatic and 

rational and is certainly used as one of the economic drivers to enhance Singapore’s 

competitiveness and for taking Singapore forward into her next 50 years. A key focus now, 

perhaps, is for the tertiary education sector to make complementary efforts to enhance life-
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long learning and training for the next lap whilst utilising its current infrastructure and taking 

reference from the sectorial competency frameworks to align overall PET and CET efforts. 
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CET 2020 Initiatives 

 


