
What’s next for the future? I believe that School of the Arts (SOTA) will create new 
pathways for arts education in future. With the Renaissance City Plan presented in 
2000, there was a strong belief that we needed to develop the speicalised arts school to 
have room for experimental ways to express the whole curriculum, in ways that lead to 
new habits of thinking, of discovery for teaching and learning.  

Thinking Again : A New Milestone
When I was asked to lead the Singapore Arts School Ltd in 2002, the excitement of 
setting up Singapore’s first specialised arts school was both daunting and exciting.  
There was much work to be articulated, policies to provide the pathway, especially for a 
first time collaboration between MICA and MOE to set up a school.  In 2005 
Government accepted the recommendations of the Committee of the Specialised Arts 
School to establish an independent school of the arts to provide opportunities for youth 
with talent and strong interest in the arts through a dedicated 6-year arts and academic 
pre-tertiary programme.  In its steady state, the School was to have1200 students aged 
13-18 from Year 1 through to Year 6. The move also meant that this arts school could 
admit students from Primary 6 based primarily on their artistic talents and making the 
secondary criteria their academic merit.    

SOTA’s programme was to prepare students for tertiary programmes at universities and 
colleges to advance in the arts or in other fields of their choice. What was more 
significant was the vision that SOTA aimed to nurture not just the next generation of 
artists but also creative industry professionals and leaders in all fields with a strong 
grounding in the arts. As the main actors in this policy creation, we believed strongly 
that SOTA graduates could go on to be artists or performers, or could equally be 
animators, gaming experts, lawyers, architects, patrons of the arts in their chosen fields. 
SOTA then created an experimental construct of the “connected curriculum” where 
relevant concepts could be taught through an inter-disciplinary approach to build 
towards these new habits of learning. We discovered along the way that the connecting 
language used in the arts such as critique, peer evaluation, student voice and teacher 
agency became critical to holding the new curriculum together. This was documented by 
a longitudinal 6-years just-in-time research study between NIE and SOTA.

Thinking Across 
The genesis of a school uniquely anchored in the arts provided a teaching and learning 
space unprecedented in the Singapore school scene. SOTA’s proposition was for the 
students to use their imagination, creativity and knowledge to generate new ideas and 
create new value. What was most difficult in this journey was for us to create a school 
culture to value not only the individual’s voice but for teachers to engender a rootedness 
for they believed for the future of the arts in Singapore. This decision also meant for all 
of us teachers that we had to create curriculum resources and relevant teaching 
methods to trigger habits of mind that used the arts as a deep reservoir for learning. 
Routines and structure in context:  class management, learning routines became our 
teacher talk.

How we did this process was through long hours of discussion, from routines inside 
out (e.g. classroom management) to structures outside in (e.g. hiring policies, 
timetabling), iterations of reviewing our teaching ways, observing cross discipline 
classrooms (teacher cues when we teach in our subjects domain), and coming together 
annually for 2 weeks each time to rebuild the curriculum again. This iterative pattern of 
designing and redesigning was repeated successively from 2007 to 2012. It also built 
the first layer foundation for the future we wanted to see as teachers, as much as the 



parents were together with us in this journey. 

Thinking Ahead:  
The pivotal point for the arts education landscape came when MICA developed and 
invested for the future creative talents a new School building at the Zubir Said Drive.  
Situated in the civic district with both specialised arts education and general education 
facilities, as well as public access areas, the aspirations for the heart-ware of the 
creative industry came not only from physical infrastructure alone. MOE being the other 
ministry involved provided financial and human resources to back the experimental 
school set- up.  There was additionally strong support which SOTA received from 
parents/students, arts educators and the community. More than 1,000 students from 12 
primary schools auditioned in SOTA’s Talent Academies in 2007. 99 Year 2’s and 138 
Year 1’s were accepted.  Although we had started auditions in 2006, we opened the 
school in 2008 with 100% take up rate for all the places.  Today 4 consecutive batches 
have since graduated.  The creation of the arts school in our education landscape 
provided a legitimisation of arts education in an unprecedented way. 

Fast forward to 2015: the inception of a dedicated in-service teachers’ academy was 
underway. The Singapore Teachers’ Academy for the aRts marks another watershed for 
arts education.  MOE art and music teachers now have support to build their subject 
expertise and pedagogy. There is an underlying belief that every teacher who teachers 
art and music should have a dedicated support for their professional learning in order to 
be a better teacher in their classrooms. The creation of STAR speaks volumes of the 
policy intent to create meaning for arts teaching and learning in an otherwise 
unchartered terrain for in-service professional development. The teacher leader matters 
in the classroom. Just as I was privileged to choose a dedicated team of artist educators 
for SOTA, so too I am now privileged to work alongside colleagues to support the 
professional learning for art and music teachers. This chapter of the work in arts 
education will take years and many layers of policy implementation to be enacted. Yet I 
am positive of the transformative power that the arts can have an equal voicing in the 
curriculum. The Academy is well positioned to provide that deepening of skills, 
knowledge and attitudes. Exciting times.
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