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Abstract 

This paper maps out the state of visual arts education research in Singapore that is 

necessary to inform, support and sustain the current wave of reforms in government 

policy and education practice in visual arts. The research studies appear to cluster 

around 8 general themes, each of which are presented to provide an overview of the 

types of research topics, to discuss significant contributions made by particular 

writers, and to comment on factors that seem to characterize the research grouped 

under each theme. Overall, the studies are unevenly distributed across various 

domains and do not provide a cohesive overview of what visual arts education in 

Singapore is. The potential for meaningfully and strategically expanding visual arts 

education research in Singapore may be made possible by undertaking research 

initiatives such as a critical charting of the history of art education and incorporating 

an analysis of policy changes and implementation, both past and current. Although 

the number of research studies undertaken to date is comparatively small, there is 

enough evidence to indicate that the factors that have served to constrain research 

activity in the field are undergoing significant change. A new climate now exists in 

which the contribution that the visual arts make to Singaporean society is now more 

fully acknowledged. There is a need to take constructive steps to equip a new 

generation of researchers who will be able to further advance established areas of 

research, and who will be ready to take advantage of new research opportunities that 

this climate of change has ushered in. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, the visual arts landscape in Singapore has been radically transformed 

by a number of government initiatives that aim to transform the country into a “Distinctive 

Global City of Culture and the Arts” and a hub for art collectors and auction houses in the 

Southeast Asian Region (Ministry of Information, Communication and the Arts, 2008). This 

goal is articulated in the government’s Renaissance City Plan and among its major projects 

is the construction of The National Art Gallery, slated to open in 2013, which aims to 

position itself as the premier venue for the “display, promotion, research and study of 

Southeast Asian art, including Singapore art” (The National Art Gallery Singapore, 2010). 

In 2006, the country also started staging The Singapore Biennale, a platform for the country 

“to participate in the global field of contemporary art, inviting artists from around the world 

to the city and providing local audiences with a wide range of art experiences” (Singapore 

Biennale, 2011). The Ministry of Information, Communication and the Arts (MICA) have 

reported success in the initial stages of the Renaissance City Plan, citing more vibrant arts 

and cultural scene in Singapore and an increased demand and appreciation of the arts and 

culture (Ministry of Information, Communication and the Arts, 2008). 

Similarly, government efforts have focused increasing attention on the quality of 

visual arts education in schools. The Ministry of Education (MOE) accepted the 

recommendations of the Primary Education Review and Implementation (PERI) committee 

which called for new emphasis on the visual arts and music within the curriculum, the 

enhancement of quality instruction in visual arts through qualified and specialized teachers 

and the provision of more resources to schools to meet these goals (Ministry of Education, 

2009). These recommendations to primary education have begun to be progressively 

implemented in schools over recent years and there has been a palpable shift in educational 

goals to include more training and exposure to the visual arts. In addition, the National Arts 
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Council continues to implement the Arts Education Programme (AEP) to “advocate the 

value and importance of arts education and appreciation among the young in schools” 

(National Arts Council, 2003-2004). The range of programs under AEP has since increased 

with the launching of AEP+ whereby artists can work directly with schools to formulate 

unique arts programs. The initiative has resulted in a growing demand from schools for arts 

education programs and an increase in programs being offered by artists and art groups 

(Bamford, 2006). 

This paper is the first to map out the state of visual arts education research in 

Singapore that is necessary to inform, support and sustain the wave of policy and education 

practice reforms in visual arts. The objectives of the present review are to identify the range 

of topics in visual arts education that have attracted research interest in Singapore, to present 

some observations on what characterizes the research that has been compiled to date and to 

recommend future trajectories of research to be undertaken. The research collected is mainly 

drawn from an online database of the UNESCO-NIE Centre for Arts Research in Education 

(CARE) (see http://www.unesco-care.nie.edu.sg/research/search). CARE is a research centre 

based at the National Institute of Education (NIE), Singapore and is part of a regional 

network of UNESCO arts education observatories tasked to address the problem of scarce, 

anecdotal and inaccessible research in arts education. The network of observatories responds 

to the need for arts education research to be systemized and to achieve, among others, an 

analytical inventory of research. The types of research that comprise this database include 

journals, book chapters, reports, historical accounts, exhibition catalogues, conference papers, 

undergraduate research papers which include NIE Academic Exercises (completed during the 

students’ honours year) and theses from tertiary institutions in Singapore and overseas 

universities.  
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The mapping of research in visual arts education in Singapore is akin to an exercise in 

“imaginative geography” (Moran, 2010) in that we are charting a terrain and making 

decisions about the emphasis of certain features at the expense of others.  Moran explains, 

“Maps are inevitably textual representations because it is impossible to reproduce reality in a 

reduced form. Certain features are emphasized at the expense of others, symbols and 

explanatory texts are included and human decisions are made about scale, orientation and 

projection” (Moran, 2010, p.151).  The first mapping of new territories will also require a 

degree of speculation and a sense of the provisional. What might first appear as clearly 

defined, may prove to be varied and heterogeneous. While arid, empty landscapes can 

quickly be transformed to fertile ground.   

 

Research in Visual Arts Education: General Observations 

There are about a hundred identified studies/papers that relate to visual arts education 

in Singapore, less so are published. The distribution of research articles in visual arts 

education that have been located at the time of writing is shown in Table 1. Journal articles, 

of which there are 38, comprise the largest group. While educational research in Singapore, 

as a whole, has gained increased exposure in international journals, visual arts education does 

not enjoy the same research productivity. The comparative paucity of published studies on 

visual arts education may be explained by a composite of factors; that in a small country like 

Singapore, there are relatively few visual arts educators/researchers and they work in a 

limited number of tertiary institutions that specialize in the visual arts education.  Visual 

artists who teach tend to focus more on their art practice rather than conduct research on 

visual arts education. Furthermore, as in Australia, the dearth in arts education research 

possibly “relates more closely to the academic capital other areas of the curriculum enjoy by 

virtue of their alignment with political “hot buttons” (Gibson & Anderson, 2008, p.103)”. 
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Since gaining independence in 1965, Singapore has established a longstanding prioritizing of 

more formal academic subjects like science, math and language, the development of which 

have been considered as vital to Singapore’s meteoric economic development.  

Undergraduate research papers, a major group of research articles, are mostly 

Academic Exercises completed by student teachers majoring in the study of the teaching of 

visual arts during the final year of their Bachelor of Education at the National Institute of 

Education. They mark an important step towards generating a research environment in the 

field of visual arts education in Singapore, although the quality of the research methodologies 

and writing may vary. It should be noted that in a subsequent review of the NIE Bachelor of 

Arts syllabus, the Academic Exercise was removed and it has not been replaced in the recent 

BA in Art Education. This has led to a loss of opportunities for student teachers to learn basic 

research skills that they could draw upon when they enter the teaching profession and 

therefore the loss of an important potential feeder to research in visual arts education in 

Singapore. 

Table 1. Types of Research Articles in Visual Arts Education in Singapore (1989-2010) 
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Historically, it can be observed that there has been a marked increase in research activity 

starting from the 1990s onwards (see Table 2). To date, few examples of research from the 

period 1970 to 1990 have been located. A collection of five essays on art education in 

Singapore from 1970 to 1979 is included in the book Bits and pieces: Writings on art by Chia 

Wai Hon (2002) published by the Contemporary Asian Arts Centre, Singapore. The titles of 

these essays include: The teaching of art and crafts in Primary School (1970); Seminar on 

looking at the Singapore Secondary School System (1976); The Art Curriculum from an art 

educator’s view point (1978); and Art and the Pre-School child (1979). The essays were 

originally published in such journals as The Journal of the Singapore Teacher’s Training 

College, Singapore Journal of Education and Teaching and Learning: A Publication for 

Teachers. Many of these professional journals have long ceased publication. A study of these 

articles could yield insights into the types of issues and concerns that confronted teachers 

working in the primary and secondary visual art classrooms during the 1950s, 60s and 70s. 

In 2009, the National Institute of Education published The Road to nowhere: The 

quick rise and the long fall of art history in Singapore by noted art historian and educator, 

T.K. Sabapathy. Based on a lecture given at that institution, the book provides an account of 

the teaching of the history of art at the National University of Singapore, (the then University 

of Malaya) in the 1950s, charting its advancement through the 1960s until the closure of the 

facilities in 1972.  Both the essays by Chia Wai Hon and the book by T. K. Sabapathy 

provide valuable insights into the concerns of two knowledgeable and experienced Singapore 

art educators whose writings seek to locate art education in a specifically Singaporean terrain. 

They will be of great value to a researcher examining this period in the history of visual arts 

education in Singapore. 
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Table 2. Time Line of Research Studies in Visual Arts Education in Singapore (1970-2000) 

 

 

Based on informal conversations with senior academics in Singapore, it seems that the dearth 

of research in visual arts education in Singapore prior to the mid-1980s is a trend aligned 

with activity in the field of education in general. In other areas of education, the situation 

began to change in the mid-1970s when students began to return from overseas after the 

completion of their doctoral studies. It was the introduction of their own research expertise 

into the local universities that seemed to kick start local research. In the field of visual arts 

education however, there have only been a handful of students who have undertaken 

postgraduate studies specifically in the field of visual arts education at overseas universities. 

Of this small number, even fewer appear to have actively engaged in research in this field.  It 

is anticipated that as their numbers increase, their influence will eventually become apparent 

either through generating their own research or mentoring students who are engaged in 

postgraduate research. 

Possibly as consequence of the small number of local academics specializing in visual 

arts education, published research in the field has been largely produced by non-Singaporean 

academics working in Singapore.  These academics include Richard Hickman, John 

Matthews, Jane Chia, Birnie Duthie, Paul O’Shea, Jane Leong and Susan Wright.  All have 
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worked as teaching staff at the National Institute of Education where they have had the 

opportunity to observe the Singapore visual arts classroom at pre-school, primary, secondary 

and junior college levels. These authors have also had the opportunity to work with student 

teachers engaged in the field, and their research expertise has been an important factor in 

helping to nurture a culture of research within visual arts education in Singapore. Coming 

from other cultural contexts and drawing upon their experiences of alternative systems of 

visual arts education, their research has often brought to bear a constructively critical gaze on 

the teaching and learning practices that characterize the Singapore visual arts classroom. 

A particularly interesting recent development has been the increase in articles written 

by Singaporeans authors working in the field of visual arts education in overseas universities. 

The work of Kan Koon Hwee, a Singaporean currently teaching in the School of Art at Kent 

State University, has contributed outstanding examples of research in the field. The research 

for many of her articles has been conducted in Singapore schools. In her article How 

Singaporean adolescent students cruise the expanding art milieu (2008), Kan’s keen 

observations of and subtle communication with young Singaporean secondary school 

students provide insight into the factors that impact upon young Singaporeans undertaking 

ambitious artistic endeavours inside the structures of the Singapore schooling system. 

Through her studies, Kan provides a valuable opportunity to view the field of visual arts 

education in Singapore through the eyes of a researcher who combines the deep knowledge 

of the insider, with the critical distance of an academic working from the comparatively 

expanded intellectual field offered by the American university. 

There appears to be little published research conducted by primary and secondary 

school teachers teaching visual arts in Singapore schools. We note however that teachers 

increasingly attend and participate in sharing sessions, forums, symposiums and conferences 

organized either within local school clusters, by the Ministry of Education or the National 
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Institute of Education. Their contributions however have remained largely unpublished and, 

as a consequence, their knowledge gained through first hand experience of working in the 

Singapore visual art classroom does not reach much beyond the audience who attend the 

events. In recent years, however, the Ministry of Education has begun to strongly promote 

action research among teachers, leading to an increase in research activity in schools on 

issues pertinent to their own context. This may prove to be a stimulus for research in the 

visual arts classroom. 

 

Research in Visual Arts Education: Themes 

A literature search was conducted and the results of this search were supplemented by 

direct requests for research that the authors knew had been conducted but had not been 

captured in our search.  We identified 58 studies which focused specifically or substantively 

on some aspect or phenomenon concerning visual arts education in Singapore, both within 

and outside of the formal primary, secondary and tertiary visual arts education sector and 

related government bodies and institutions whose mandate encompasses visual arts education 

in Singapore. An analysis of these studies was made in order to identify the types of themes 

that had attracted research activity. The picture that emerged from this analysis was that 

research studies on visual arts education in Singapore cluster around 8 general themes which 

fall into two main categories: the first comprises published research (books, book chapters, 

journal articles, and exhibition catalogues) and the second category consists of unpublished 

research (graduate dissertations and theses, and undergraduate research projects). As many 

conference papers tend to be subsequently published as book chapters or journal articles, it is 

the published version that this review will include in its discussion. Undergraduate research 

projects have been included as they can provide some insight into those research areas that 

are of interest to student teachers and may therefore be useful indicators of the type of topics 
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that could attract future research interest.  The table below provides an overview of the 

distribution of research interest that each of the eight themes have attracted.  

Table 3. Number of Research Studies per Theme 

 

 

The first salient theme depicts the broader social and political milieu in which visual 

arts education operates in Singapore. Some 30 years back, Chia (1978) has reflected on the 

state of visual arts practice in Singapore as being “a diversion rather than education” and Tan 

(1987) describes the visual arts as not having priority in the school curriculum. Succeeding 

papers highlight the tensions in Singapore between visual arts education and the presence of 

external controls (O’Shea, 1999), a culture of meritocracy and a bias towards the teaching of 

Western traditions (Chia, Matthews, O’Shea, 1999). Furthermore, in schools, “art is a second 

class subject” (Chia, Matthews, & O’Shea, 1995) and visual arts education is challenged by 

norm-reference and summative assessment modes (O’Shea, 1999) and a highly competitive 

education system (Chua and Heng, 2010). Ang (2006), in his dissertation, argues at length 

about “the theoretical incongruence between art learning, which thrives on expression, 

exploration, and learner-centred pedagogy” and Singapore’s competitive learning 

environment “that is framed by practices such as academic streaming, ranking and 
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standardized national exams.”  Ang (2006) subsequently proposed a pedagogical framework 

that is student and process-centred. 

A second prominent theme relates to artistic development in young children. A 

characteristic of studies collected that relate to this theme is the preponderance of important 

research undertaken by one particular author. This could be a feature that characterizes the 

mapping of a young and developing field of research, as we consider the field of research in 

visual arts education in Singapore to be. The research conducted by John Matthews into the 

artistic development of young children presents an example. His work in this area is seminal. 

His body of research work on children’s representation is arguably the most rigorous and 

sustained research done in this area of visual arts education in Singapore. Using extensive 

experiments and naturalistic observation in Singaporean preschools, Matthews (1997) 

identified and described the early phases of representational and expressive development in 

children’s drawings. Eschewing the dominant notion that children’s ‘scribblings’ are 

meaningless (Matthews, 1998), his research provides evidence that from their early years on, 

children make systematic investigations of visual structure and develop representational 

strategies that together, form conceptually complex visual descriptions (Matthews, 1997). His 

comprehensive discussion on the development of representational and expressive thinking 

from infancy to adolescence through art, and the implications of these models to education 

can be found in his books (e.g. Matthews, 1999; Matthews, 2003). Later work by Matthews 

extends his studies on paper-and-pencil drawing and painting (e.g. Matthews, 1997; 

Matthews, 1998; Matthews, 2001) to the impact of electronic, digital and interactive devices 

on children’s development of semiotic understanding (Matthews, 2006a). His later studies 

suggest that emergent representation and expression are transferred across media domains, 

albeit manifested differently. For example, in a study tracking children’s development in 

movie-making, he contends that the use of video-camera reconfigures the representational 
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and expressive action assemblies of children (Matthews, 2006b). Line of sight, pointing, 

aiming, going-through, looking-through and collinearity are coordinated. In looking at young 

children’s use of stylus-driven, electronic painting and tablet PC drawing, he further 

concludes, “the insertion of different media into developmental trajectories favours and 

encourages certain avenues of development rather than others” (Matthews & Seow, 2008, 

p.265). Matthews pursued his investigation of the precursors of symbolism by also studying 

chimpanzees at the Singapore Zoo and he discusses how this work has contributed new 

dimensions to his previous research on the art of childhood and adolescence (Matthews, 

2010).  

An example of how Matthews’ work has been applied to visual arts education is the 

Drawing Development Assessment Resource for Primary School Art Teachers (MOE, 2002) 

developed by the Ministry of Education, Singapore. Here, Matthews’ developmental 

principles were used to provide teachers with better assessment tools for students’ drawing 

skills. His impact while teaching at the National Institute of Education is reflected in graduate 

study research that continues to look into issues pertaining to children’s visual representation 

and expression. These studies “The context of meaning-making through the visual art of a 

young girl with Down Syndrome” (Joosa, 2011); “The use of drawing in understanding the 

development of a child with learning disabilities” (Bert, 2006); “How children draw human 

figures in motion” (Tan, 2005) and “The difficulties faced by secondary school students in 

observational drawing” (Teo, 2005).  

There are some sporadic papers on the third theme, visual arts education in primary 

schools. Chia and Duthie (1992a) report on a program called SMART, a Saturday Morning 

Art Programme for primary school students run at NIE. Chia (2006) described how two 

teaching methodologies, Draw-A-Story and Blind Contour Drawing, can be effective in 

relieving stress among primary school children in Singapore. There are also some teachers in 
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schools who have documented their own art education initiatives. For example, Harris et al 

(2009) presented how they used arts-based curriculum to engage students in learning Primary 

3 mathematics and Can et al (2007) described how their school has worked to integrate 

history, geography, English, art and music.  

The fourth theme concerns visual arts education in secondary schools and is 

researched more systematically by Kan. As earlier described, Kan investigates Singapore 

adolescents and their experience with secondary school art education, observing that 

Singapore teenagers “draw on improvised humour, erudite playfulness, and acculturated 

mindfulness to transform school art into a potential dialogic space to construct meanings, 

develop autonomy and enhance learning” (Kan, 2009a). Kan (2007) also used visual 

narrative to further describe this “hybrid art style” and analysed artworks from competitions 

and exhibitions to demonstrate how function-based applied art has impacted upon schools. In 

her article Playfulness mindfulness: How Singapore adolescent students embody meaning 

with school art, (2011) Kan brings to research on visual arts education in the Singaporean 

classroom important insights into the dynamics of ‘embodied learning’ in a somewhat 

restrictive educational terrain that is often hostile to the creative impulse. Other studies by 

Kan include Multiple exposures of learning the Singapore Secondary School art style (2005a) 

and The exoticized regional folk art in Singapore school (2005b), each investigating factors 

that work to constrain creative student initiatives in the secondary school visual arts 

classroom.  

The secondary school visual arts classroom has attracted considerable interest among 

post-graduate and undergraduate students.  Lingham (2001) investigates how dialogue, 

imagery and synaesthesia-related task enable learned-centred interdisciplinary teaching and 

learning in art education. A study by Teo (2005) seeks to improve the quality of art teaching 

and learning through an investigation of difficulties experienced by students learning 
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observational drawing skills. Topics among undergraduate students research projects include 

Choo’s (2004) critical study of the secondary school art curriculum; Mohamed Noor’s (2004) 

investigation of the use of the visual diary in the lower secondary school visual art classroom: 

and Goh’s (2004) study of assessment practices in the lower secondary school visual art 

classroom. These examples provide an insight into the varied research interests of student 

teachers.   

The fifth theme relates to creativity and visual arts education.  Wright, Burridge, & 

Stinson (2007) describe the development and trialing of a coding scheme used to observe and 

analyse visual arts and dance/music pedagogy and practice in a number of selectively 

sampled preschools, Primary 1 and Secondary 1 classrooms in Singapore schools. Their 

paper also sought to demonstrate the various uses of the software StudioCode in the analysis 

of video-based data in arts/arts education research. Tan (2000) provides a review on the study 

on creativity in Singapore, however only a small number relate to visual arts education. She 

analyzed and classified studies under five categories:  conceptual framework of creativity, 

conceptions of creativity, creative competence of Singaporeans, creativity programs and 

pedagogies to nurture creativity. She concludes by noting that the subject of creativity has yet 

to become a significant research theme and suggests further areas of research. Creativity 

studies in the review, particularly those that look at pedagogical practices that promote 

creativity, have implications on pedagogical practices for the arts. It would be useful to refer 

to these studies when trying to understand the broader political and educational drive to 

enhance students’ creativity and innovation in Singapore.  In a later article (2004), Tan 

analyzes the current status of creativity in education, proposing an approach of “constructive 

creativity” as a framework for education. 

In the same publication, Ng and Smith (2004) contribute a chapter in which they 

investigate an apparent paradox in the teaching of creativity in the Asian classroom.  Through 
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their research they observe that “the more creative a class of students becomes, the more 

undesirable their behaviour appears to the teacher. We trace this paradox to two factors: on 

the one hand, the nature and context of learning in the Confucian tradition is highly 

authoritarian in character, producing students who are docile and teachable. On the other 

hand, creative students tend to behave in an, skeptical and egotistic manner” (Ng & Smith, 

2004, p. 87). Although Ng and Smith’s research did not encompass visual arts education, a 

study of art teachers attitudes to creativity in the Singapore primary and secondary visual arts 

school classroom could prove revealing. Does the same paradox exist in the teaching of 

visual arts? If so, what are the factors that contribute to this paradox? Other studies on 

creativity include the relationships between creativity and drawing (Cordeiro, 1991; Kwan, 

1991); how teachers rate creativity/creative products (Ellis & Tay-Koay, 1995, Tay-Koay, 

1992) and thesis by Gan (2008) which  investigates Singapore secondary school teachers' 

perceptions about their own creativity, their teaching efficacy, and their perceptions about 

what constitutes  creativity. It is surprising that creativity in the visual arts classroom has not 

attracted more research interest as over the last decade a plethora of government reports and 

studies have focused attention on the need for Singapore to instill their future citizenry with 

the ability to think creatively.  

The Ministry of Education has also heavily promoted technology and the visual arts 

classroom, which is the sixth theme being identified, over recent years. It is therefore 

surprising that with the exception of Matthews (Matthews & Seow, 2008) and Kan (Kan, 

2009b), both of whom have been mentioned earlier, there appears to have been little 

published research conducted into the impact of information technology, the use of 2-

dimensional and 3-dimensional computer graphics, video and photography, and social 

networking services in the visual arts primary or secondary classrooms. Chia & Duthie 

(1992b, 1993, 1994; Duthie & Chia, 1992) produced a series of journal articles describing the 
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various facets of SMART, a program that incorporated a computer-created art component for 

primary school children. They conclude that there is enormous educational value in the use of 

the computer as a tool in art education. In the tertiary sector, Constable et al (2010) presented 

an online application called “visual acuity” for review, grading and assessment of digital art. 

The seventh theme relates to visual arts education in museums and galleries. Leong 

(2003) examines the practice of visual arts education in the Singapore Art Museum (SAM) 

and also the formation of identities and art museum education in Singapore (2009). Leong 

analysed SAM’s visual arts education curriculum, arguing for critical pedagogy as an 

educational approach that “empowers visitors to construct and reflect about issues of identity 

and culture” (Leong, 2005, p. 8). She then presents an example of a community-based visual 

art education project, which included such attributes as co-operative and collaborative work, 

extended discussion based work, and autonomous, experiential and flexible learning (Leong, 

2005). Lam (2004) presented a comparative study of visual arts education programmes in 

museums in various cities. She concluded that visual arts education activities at the Singapore 

Art Museum and Taipei Fine Arts Museum were more related to school curriculum and more 

comprehensive than comparable programmes in Hong Kong and Shanghai, which tended to 

be more exhibition related.  

The eighth and final theme concerns post-secondary and tertiary visual arts education. 

Chia & Duthie (1994) detail a project in which pre-service trainee art teachers were 

introduced to a reflective research approach by participating in a series of planned art 

activities with primary school children. Roxburgh & Bremner (2001) discuss the curriculum 

and pedagogical challenges that were faced by The School of Design at the University of 

Western Sydney (Nepean), Australia and the Nanyang Academy of Fine Art, Singapore in 

developing and implementing a one-year offshore design course. Kan (2008) juxtaposed 

visual images with stories to create a visual narrative which explores the formation of the 
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author’s transnational identity as an artist, scholar and international faculty member at an 

Anglo-American university. Ong (2007) describes the historical development of NAFA in 

Singapore as a way of understanding the Academy’s institutional growth from 1930s to 

1980s.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The domains for potential research include visual arts education at preschool, primary, 

secondary and tertiary levels in the government, independent and private education sectors; 

how they interact with government bodies that directly shape visual arts education policy, 

namely the Ministry of Education and the Ministry for Arts and Communication; and also the 

government funded art museums under the umbrella of National Heritage Board, whose 

exhibition and visual arts education programmes aim to inculcate an appreciation of the 

visual arts in Singaporean youth.  If we compare these areas of potential research interest 

with the research that has been identified in this study, there remain many areas in the field of 

research in visual arts education that have yet to be explored. We also observe the ground 

currently prospected by research studies identified in this review appears to be unevenly 

distributed across the eight identified themes and hence does not provide a cohesive overview 

of what the situation with visual arts education in Singapore has been, currently is, or what it 

should aspire to be. The time has come to work towards the creation of such an overview.  

An important step in this direction would be a study that undertakes a critical charting 

of the history of art education in Singapore which incorporates an analysis of policy changes 

and implementation, both past and current. For example, in response to the PERI 

recommendations endorsed by the Ministry of Education, extended teacher training in visual 

arts education has recently been introduced for generalist teachers working in primary 

schools. It is critical to initiate research that evaluates how this new track for teacher training 
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translates to actual reforms in classroom teaching practice and how it impacts student 

outcomes.  Another pressing research inquiry is how visual arts service providers operate in 

schools. In response to the AEP+ programme of the National Arts Council, these service 

providers are playing an increasingly prominent role in secondary school visual arts 

education. Anecdotal evidence suggests that they employ an instructor-led engagement in the 

visual arts classroom which undermines MOE initiatives to introduce a student-centered, 

problem solving and research-oriented dynamic into the primary and secondary visual arts 

classroom. Research could verify these anecdotal accounts and help illuminate pathways that 

support greater synergy between service providers, visual arts teachers and students working 

in schools.  

It is necessary to also foster research that documents the negotiation between fresh 

currents of thought and practice circulating through the local art world and the nature of 

education practice in Singapore is need. The increased participation of local artists in 

international events and their growing interaction with international artists impact upon visual 

arts education in Singapore, introducing examples of art practice that challenge the largely 

conservative, exam-oriented teaching practices that have tended to characterize visual arts 

education. While this paper has identified the initial theorizing of these tensions by authors 

like O’Shea (1999) and Ang (2006), there is still much research to be done to tackle these 

issues in depth and more empirically.   

Furthermore, there is a pressing need to take a critical look at the gaping disconnect 

between what is offered as visual arts education in schools and students’ social and cultural 

encounters with the arts through their home, technology and community. Augmenting the 

smattering of best-practice case studies in visual arts pedagogies can highlight local practices 

that have succeeded in bridging this chasm and have pragmatic impact on the professional 

development of visual arts teachers. It is also worthwhile to initiate studies that involve arts 
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education programs in the community, i.e. art museums programs, artistic methodologies in 

community engagement, etc., to inform the development and refinement of a more authentic 

and relevant visual arts education curriculum for students in schools. 

The potential for expanding the field of visual arts education research will depend on 

a number of factors. These include enabling those working within the field to gain access to 

knowledge of research procedures and also experience in developing their research findings 

into publications that can form and feed discourse from within and without the field of 

Singapore visual arts education. The gaining of expertise is particularly important as the 

majority of teachers working in Singapore receive their visual art training in local art schools 

studios where emphasis is placed on the acquisition of skills that relate to the production of 

visual art forms. Visual art students therefore tend to enter visual arts education programmes 

with comparatively little experience in written modes of communication.  The range of 

undergraduate research projects mentioned in this review indicates that when provided with 

the opportunity to undertake research projects, interesting, practical and relevant-to-the-field 

topics are generated. Encouragement by tertiary visual arts education faculties in Singapore 

of a wider range of qualitative research methodologies, for example reflective studio-based 

practice-led research, could act as an effective bridge for visually trained art educators to 

enter the research domain. 

A second important factor is the current shortage of local visual art educators working 

at tertiary level in Singapore who have gained rigorous research experience. Up until recently, 

those who have such experience through undertaking graduate studies have been expatriates 

working within the tertiary sector. While these educators and researchers have undoubtedly 

made valuable contributions to both generating research and enabling students to gain 

research skills and experience, it is anticipated that the small number of local art educators 
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with comparable experience who are now entering tertiary visual art education programmes 

will have an impact on the quantity and quality of research that will eventually be generated. 

We argue that although the number of research studies undertaken to date is 

comparatively small, there is enough evidence to indicate that the factors that have served to 

constrain research activity in the field are undergoing significant change. A new climate now 

exists in which the contribution that the visual arts make to Singaporean society is now 

beginning to be more fully acknowledged. And this in turn could bode well for visual arts 

education. Having said this, we add the following caveat:  in a society that places emphasis 

on the functional and the pragmatic, and which prioritize social conformity over the 

encouragement of individual expression, visual arts practice per se and by extension visual 

arts education will continue to encounter constraints that may compromise artistic outcomes. 

However, in the light of the present more promising climate, we feel that there is a need to 

take constructive steps to equip a new generation of researchers who will be able to further 

advance established areas of research, and who will be ready to take advantage of new 

research opportunities that this climate of change has ushered in. 
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